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Background

Chicago News Weekly (CNW) is a print and digital media company covering
news, events and conversations relevant to Chicago’s community of Black
professionals. The publication produces original journalism and commentary
across multiple platforms, including print, digital, audio, social media and live
events, with coverage focused on entertainment, politics, health, culture and
local affairs.

CNW'’s flagship product is its free, citywide print edition. The organization also
operates a rentable podcast studio and a multifunctional office space that
doubles as an event venue, creating additional revenue streams and positioning
CNW as a hub for local media producers, creatives and organizations.

The organization’s core goal during the Medill School of Journalism’s Local

News Accelerator (LNA) was to develop and test a newsletter product that could

deepen engagement with Black professionals in Chicago aged 35-55 earning

$75K or more (and a secondary audience target of younger, aspiring Black

professionals earning $50k+), which the team considers its core audience today

and a high-potential audience for future growth. The team wanted to:

« Assess whether there was enough audience interest to justify further
investment

e Build internal workflows needed for consistent newsletter production and
promotion

e Explore the newsletter’s potential as a long-term revenue channel through
sponsorships
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The “From/To/To” statement guiding the team’s work was:

From
A primarily print operation with an

emerging digital footprint but no
dedicated newsletter product.

Highlights

To

Launched a weekly newsletter product
with a 60% open rate, featured as a
high-value on-the-go source for busy
Black professionals, intended to reflect
and serve Chicago’s upwardly Black
community.

To (future)

A multi-platform media company that
produces original journalism and serves
as a production, publishing and event
platform for other Black media creators,
subject-matter experts and community-
serving organizations in Chicago. The
newsletter gives CNW a replicable format
for spotlighting expert voices, testing
content themes and deepening
connections with partners who may
later collaborate across platforms.

Based on early performance and insights (particularly the realization that the contacts that seeded their email outreach skewed toward
professional and institutional contacts rather than general-interest readers), they shifted this subscriber growth target to year-end, allowing

time to focus on broader outreach and audience acquisition.

Through the LNA, CNW:

« Launched six editions of the Stay Ready newsletter, building internal workflows for serialized content delivery
¢ Reached 60%+ open rates on initial sends — an early benchmark that will inform engagement targets as the team continues building

their outreach and audience acquisition approach
+ Landed a pre-launch email sponsorship (with Chicago-based Ford Desired Real Estate) based on the concept and audience fit
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The LNA gave CNW the structure and support to stay focused on testing the newsletter while managing the demands of their ongoing

publishing and events operation. The program also helped the team:

e Clarify how the newsletter fit into CNW’s broader publishing and sponsorship strategy
« Define performance benchmarks that aligned with the broader goals the newsletter was intended to advance across the organization
e Maintain clear, focused priorities to drive weekly progress

Their coach provided both strategic guidance and implementation support, including helping refine conceptual and design choices, build

Mailchimp automations and establish a sustainable production workflow.

Crucially, the LNA's research gave CNW actionable insight into what their target audience values and how they consume news. It confirmed
strong interest in topics like health, local events and Black-owned businesses and highlighted social media and YouTube as key platforms
for local news discovery. These findings are helping CNW chart its path both as a publisher in its own right and as a facilitator of a broader
ecosystem of Black media and community organizations in the city. The newsletter has become a testing ground for identifying subject
matter that resonates, and the research continues to shape CNW’s editorial priorities and channel strategy.

“Ongoing education about changes in the media landscape is vital for
every newsroom. This program helps newsrooms clearly understand where
the industry is headed and offers tools that are actually useful.”

Laura Miller
Managing editor
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Added CNW’s coach, Andaiye Taylor: “The CNW team used the LNA to pressure-test a

new editorial product and publishing model with real audience data, a working content

strategy and a clear path to monetization. It was a smart and focused use of the LNA's

support that gave them the clarity and momentum to keep growing.” ; CHICAGO

Week 1: Have you planned for wild success?

The Always Ready Playbook
How to Stay Ahead When Things Are Uncertain

CHICAGO

¥ This editi d Real Este

protect, grow, and future-proof their careers, businesses, and 5 .
CHICAGO NEWS WEEKLY PRESENTS: ealih—in an npreditabie polical an fnancialcmate R ok e S B ntnen
: (o i S
TH E STAY R EA DY p LAYBOO K Appeals to core segment and potential aspirational segment: profess = nee prepare

2. How to Keep (and Even Grow) Your Wealth in a
Recessiol

Concept. A six-week survival guide for Black professionals on how to Example six-week sequence: @ )

A Six-Week Power Plan for Chicago’s Black Professionals — +  Forthe target audience ($75K+, mid-career professionals): e Chicago, Here's What You Need to Know
Stay Ready, Stay Rising. Protect what you've built, stay ahead of economic shifts.
F 0 R R e D 3. Sioustos TratSumve inTough Times Financial security isn't just about making money, its about building wealth
downtumns to move smarter and build a real foundation. ENfol Shelle e Sk nslis v e strategically. With economic uncertainty and shifting job markets, understanding

Are you ready to future-proof your career, finances, and opportunities, no matter what ‘where to invest, how to save, and how to break free from financial traps is essential.
2025 brings? How Al + interviews could work together: & B GGl
HAGCESEI L A REGEos In this edtion of the Stay Ready Playbook, you'l learn:

Join the Stay Ready Playbook — a free, six-week newsletter series from Chicago News * Interviews with finance pros, economists, entrepreneurs — 5. Investing in Chicago's Future (Even If You're Not Rich
Weekly that delivers practical strategics to help you stay one step ahead. real survival strategies. ey ) 1. Why planning for wild success is just as crucial as planing for setbecks.
«  Gemini Al formats each into a “uncertainty-proof checklist,” AToal extate ool on viere & iyt wiion arkets 2. How to escape the paycheck-to paycheck cycle by inoreasing income, not
v Discover real-world tips from Chicago's top finance, real estate, and carcer experts. validated by CNW stafffwriter, that readers can use. just cutting costs.
6. How to Adapt When Everything Is Uncertain 3. The difference between being rich and being truly wealthy --and how to build

v Weekly “uncertainty-proof” checklists, validated by our editorial team. AL A A D T S EE L D T A lasting financial security.
 Perfect for mid-career pros protecting their hard-earned progress OR early-career
strivers building a solid foundation.
This Week's Expert
‘o initi Eric Grant, Founder of Polaris Wealth M t
e CNWs initial concept of the Stay Ready Playbook ot i o o e o s g
for wild success.

FirstName
Here's what Eric Grant says you need to think about o stay ready. &

Last Name
@ 1. Prepare for Wild Success
“Most people focus on surviving setbacks, but what happens if everything

goes right? Whether i’s a sudden promotion, a maior client order, or a
GET THE PLAYBOOK booming side hustle, you need the right financial infrastructure to scale.
@ Your Next Move: Plan for the best-case scenario.

~» Ensure you have access to capital before opportunities arise.
—» Set up financial systems that allow for rapid growth without chaos.

# 2. The Paycheck-to-Paycheck Trap
‘Cutting expenses can only take you so far." According to Grant, financial
stability comes from surplus, not just sacrifice.

The Stay Ready Playbook
. @ Your Next Move: Focus on income growth
Sl g nup page — Negotiate raises, explore side husties, and invest in revenue-generating

assets.
— Shift from a scarcity mindset to an abundance strategy.

# 3. Wealth Vs. Income - Know the Difference

A high salary doesn't equal wealth. If you have to work for your money every
day, you're not wealthy —you're just rich. True wealth comes from assets that
generate consistent, passive income.”

@ Your Next Move: Build income-generating assets.
~» Invest n real estate, stocks, or business ventures.
— Create financial streams that sustain your lifestyle long-term.

Paid for by Ford Desired Real Estate

¥ Helping Black professionals and entrepreneurs
advance their careers and wealth in Chicago.

Ford Desired Real Estate has been
supporting Black professionals and
entraprenaurs for mor than a decade
through strategic real estate guidance,
community investment, and wealth-
building opportunitios. Whethor you're
looking to buy your frst home, grow your

An example of CNW’s Stay Ready
Playbook newsletter
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The process

At the start, CNW wanted to explore whether an email newsletter could become a sustainable audience product and revenue line. The team
aimed to test product/market fit, define the newsletter’s voice, document and hone their production process (and specifically test the Google
Gemini newsletter builder they got early access to through another fellowship), build newsletter automation and subscription workflows in
Mailchimp and generate early audience engagement.

CNW ultimately launched the email as a six-part popup series, The Stay Ready Playbook, as a way to test into newsletter production, audience
and sponsor interest while giving themselves the ability to stop, assess and retool the content strategy and production process at the end of
the newsletter’s run.

The team realized, due to lower-than-expected signups for the email, that the initial contact list they promoted the newsletter to skewed
toward professional contacts, media peers and community leaders. This prompted the CNW team to broaden their promotion to reach
subscribers who are better aligned with the newsletter’s general-interest focus.

CNW also explored how the newsletter could integrate into its broader content and audience engagement strategy, especially by supporting
live events and setting the stage for subscriber-exclusive perks.

Research insights

The survey conducted through the LNA confirmed strong alignment between CNW’s concept and its target audience:

« 87% wanted weekly or more frequent newsletters

o Most-valued content areas: health and wellness (68%), local events (65%), arts and entertainment (57%) and Black-owned business
spotlights (52%). The newsletter launched before survey data was ready, but with a frame (“Stay Ready”) that was flexible enough to
incorporate survey data in topic selection for the latter editions.

e 75% had heard of CNW; 56% read it occasionally or often

e 90% showed interest in exclusive content or member perks
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Respondents identify topics of interest

What issues are most important to you?

Health and wellness (including mental health)

Local events and “things to do” 65%

w
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Arts, culture and entertainment

Personal finance/wealth-building

w
3]
b
3°

Spotlights on Black-owned businesses or professionals

Lifestyle or entertainment recaps (restaurants, nightlife, hidden gems)

1%

Political and civic updates (City Hall, local policies)
Career tips and professional networking 41%
Real estate, housing and neighborhood issues

Parenting/family resources

I
oo
| e
e [l 52
B B
=
57
e

Social justice & activism

Investigative or watchdog reporting

A snapshot of CNW’s research
findings in the LNA.
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Respondents turn to a variety of sources, including local news,
to learn about local events

Where do you typically learn about local events, activities or leisure options in Chicago?

Social media sites and apps (Facebook, Instagram, TikTok, etc.)

Word-of-mouth (friends/family) 64%

Local news outlets/websites

Online event platforms (Eventbrite, Meetup)

Local radio or podcasts

-

Email newsletters/local blogs

Influencers on social media

Community accounts

Created with Datawranner

A snapshot of CNW’s research findings in the LNA.

Informed by the research, CNW took the following approach:

1.

Opted to launch the newsletter as a six-edition “pop-up” to reduce operational complexity, manage internal capacity and allow for a
focused test of format, workflow and engagement

Selected “Stay Ready” as a flexible editorial concept (a nod to “staying ready” in the wake of political and economic uncertainty) that
allowed the team to get moving before survey results were available. Adapted the latter installments of the six-part calendar to reflect
the audience insights surfaced in the research.

Mapped and implemented a Mailchimp workflow to invite contacts from their internal list to opt into the newsletter. Created branching
follow-up email invites based on recipient behavior (e.g., didn’t open, opened but didn’t click, clicked but didn’t subscribe)
Documented a repeatable content creation process (each issue was built around an expert interview, followed by Al-assisted tip
generation tailored to Chicago, with human validation to ensure accuracy and relevance)

Developed social media kits for featured experts to enable easy sharing—a way to leverage subject matter experts as both content
sources and distribution partners

CHICAGO NEWS WEEKLY CASE STUDY

8



Northwestern | MEDILL

Local News Accelerator

6. Implemented email capture tools including a persistent site menu link, homepage banner and targeted social media promotion to grow
the list beyond internal contacts
7. Explored converting the six-part sequence into an on-demand series (using Mailchimp’s automated drip campaign features)

Business strategies and tools

CNW came into the LNA with a clear mission and strong instincts about their audience and editorial direction. The strategies and tactics

framework helped them channel that clarity into focused, measurable action, especially when it came to planning how the foundational work

completed during the LNA would carry forward to support their year-end goals for newsletter growth and engagement. For example:

« For subscriber growth efforts, the team mapped specific audience acquisition pathways, including invite emails, QR codes in print, social
media kits for featured experts and signage to capture contacts from event attendees in their space.

« CNW planned to systematically increase newsletter engagement by testing subject lines and headlines, segmenting audiences and
experimenting with whether initial emails should preview the full newsletter or focus on describing its value. During the LNA, the team
tested all three approaches and generated early performance insights to build on.

» Tested feedback loops to help shape the product, including polls in each newsletter to rate content and gather input. These didn’t yield
much during the LNA, but CNW can build on the setup to start collecting useful feedback as their subscriber base grows.

« Planned a survey for non-subscribers on their contact list to understand where interest dropped off (for example, if the email invitation
didn’t resonate or the landing page didn’'t persuade). The results will help inform future series and outreach design, including whether an
insider-focused newsletter might better suit their original contacts.

Because of their work in the LNA, the CNW team now has:

« Adocumented workflow for producing and publishing newsletters

e Reusable infrastructure for pop-up campaigns, including Mailchimp templates and automations
e Aclear framework for ongoing testing and data-informed decision-making

e Deeperinsight into what their target audience wants and how they consume content
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The results

By the end of the LNA, the CNW team accomplished several milestones:

» Six-issue Stay Ready newsletter series launched

« Social media kit framework developed and deployed to featured experts

e Active email capture efforts designed for future subscriber acquisition via print, web and events
e Achieved 60%+ open rate on initial sends

« First newsletter sponsorship secured

The Stay Ready Playbook became a live prototype for what CNW’s digital expansion can look like editorially, operationally and financially. The
team created a strong proof of concept for audiences, funders, sponsors and internal stakeholders. Thanks to high initial engagement (among
subscribers) with the content themes and a documented plan to build on what they launched during the LNA, CNW now has an asset it can

replicate and/or expand.

While the team was hoping for higher subscriber numbers, the program gave them the space and resources to build the operational framework
for this new channel. In addition to the newsletter itself, they have automations, promotional assets, test plans and creative directions that help

their team take this work forward at will.
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A snapshot of Chicago News Weekly's wins

Created and used a Uncovered the need to Built newsletter publishing Secured a newsletter

documented workflow for
producing the newsletter,
including a weekly topic

broaden promotion beyond

their initial list of insider

contacts to attract a more

and marketing infrastruc-
ture, including automation
workflows that could sup-

sponsorship before the
first issue in the series
was published.

port an on-demand version
of the newsletter if they
choose to pursue it.

selection process, an
interview guide, and
standard prompts and
guidelines for expanding
interview insights using
Google Gemini’s news Al
tool (which team CNW was
granted early access to).

general-interest audience
to their newsletter.
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A Q&A

Andaiye Taylor, coach:
What was most helpful in achieving your original goals?

Laura Miller, managing editor:
The research and coaching aspects of the program were the most helpful. Knowing what our chosen demographic wanted to read
in relation to the newsletter definitely helped us create content with them in mind. Furthermore, your knowledge made it easy for

us to integrate this new channel into our newsroom without the usual growing pains of implementing a new capability.
Taylor:
Did you pivot during the project, and why?

Miller:

During the LNA, we stayed on track with our initial project throughout its tenure. However, we experienced a slowdown after the

accelerator due to delays with the experts we used for the Stay Ready Playbook. But we still continued to publish a weekly newsletter.

Taylor:
What surprised or challenged you most?

Miller:
The most surprising thing about the process was the time allocation. We expected an increase in workload, and with a small
newsroom like ours, that kind of change could have strained our capacity. But it didn’t because we had help from our coach.
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Taylor:
How might other news organizations benefit from the LNA?

Miller:

Ongoing education about changes in the media landscape is vital for every newsroom. Sales training and insights into market
innovations aren’t always accessible, and most teams don’t have the time to make major changes day to day. This program helps
newsrooms clearly understand where the industry is headed and offers tools that are actually useful.

Taylor:
Where is CNW headed next, and what key lessons will you carry forward?

Miller:

The biggest thing we learned was how to rely on research and see how this newsletter concept can apply across different
channels. How one product can extend into many. For example, the Stay Ready Playbook works as a limited series, an extended
newsletter and a live event series. We're excited to explore all of those. We realized that a newsroom’s brand doesn’t have to live in

just one format. It can take many forms.
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