
In-depth: 
BlueLena’s reader survey

We made a new one. Let’s break it down. 



Agenda

§ Why do audience research?
§ Getting started

§ Identify the research goals
§ Determine the audience
§ Make a plan to use the data

§ Crafting survey questions: Best practices
§ Going beyond the survey
§ More resources



Why do audience research?

§ Define your audience
§ Identify growth opportunities
§ Gather trend insights
§ Evaluate impact
§ Measure changes in sentiment

∴ Guide decision-making



Surveys help us understand…

§ What are my readers trying to achieve?
§ What are their pain points?
§ How does our journalism fit into their lives?
§ What has been their experience of a specific situation?



Surveys help us understand…

§ What are my readers trying to achieve?
§ What are their pain points?
§ How does our journalism fit into their lives?
§ What has been their experience of a specific situation?

These are all opportunities!



How BlueLena uses surveys

BlueLena's approach automates the ongoing collection of audience 
feedback through a reader survey sent during the email automation for new 
registered users.
Across our network, these surveys have generated more than 4,000 
responses. 
Recognizing the opportunity, we’ve revised the surveys to make them more 
actionable for our clients. 



Let’s take you through that 
process



Getting started

§ Identify the research goals
§ Determine the audience
§ Make a plan to use the data



Identify the research goals

§ The most important part of the process
§ Is the prism for all decision-making

§ Focus on the broader problem you’re trying to address, not the data points you want to 
collect.

“We want to understand the values, behaviors and demographics of our readers to improve 
the efficacy of our advertising program by ensuring we pursue marketing partners that align 

with our audience needs .”
vs.

“I want to know the age breakdown of my audience for my media kit.”



Identify the research goals

The research goal of BlueLena’s new standard audience survey is as 
follows:

We want to identify audiences with a likelihood to support journalism; we 
want to understand this segment’s preferences regarding content and 
values, so that we can deliver publishers more effective reader revenue 
strategies for audience acquisition and conversion.



Identify the research goals

Our survey aims to do four things:

§ Gauge the viability of a reader revenue program
§ Understand the content and acquisition channels valued by users who would 

support a program
§ Identify what a reader values so that this can be echoed in marketing messaging
§ Identify future content wants/needs so the publisher can better serve this 

segment through journalism



Determine the audience

Not every survey is for every audience member. 
Your research goals will help you determine who you want taking the survey. 
Knowing your target audience informs how you’re going to distribute the 
survey. 
Email, on-site, social media, postal service are examples. If you’re trying to 
reach an audience you don’t yet capture, you’ll want to think through 
partnership with other organizations or paid acquisition.



Make a plan to use the data

Once the survey is complete, what’s the plan for making it actionable? 
Be as detailed as possible, including specific tasks and timelines and who 
will be responsible for them.



How BlueLena will use survey data

§ Analyze individual publisher’s results before quarterly meetings to guide 
discussion of membership programs, marketing material and editorial 
approach

§ Append response data to individual contact records for publisher 
segmentation, scoring and remarketing efforts

§ Present aggregate data between 6 months or a year (depending on 
response rate)



Crafting survey questions: Do’s & Don’ts

DO
§ Keep it short
§ Be clear
§ Vary question formats
§ Use “Other” or “None of the above”
§ Include some open-ended questions
§ Include answers that challenge your 

assumptions
§ Consider accessibility, including in language, 

technology

DON’T
§ Use jargon or ambiguous language
§ Use hypotheticals
§ Use too many open-ended questions
§ Use leading questions 
§ Use double-barreled questions
§ Use absolutes (“every,” “always”)
§ Ask the tough questions first



An important “DO”

Make sure every single question speaks to your research goal and provides 
actionable data. 



Let’s check out our survey



This is one of two questions 
that directly helps us 
understand their likelihood to 
join a reader revenue 
program. 

We can then filter based off 
of their answers in order to 
understand their behavior.



Once we know who we need 
to reach, we want to know 
where we need to reach 
them. This question helps 
inform that approach.



What are they looking to 
learn?
My approach here was to 
avoid traditional “categories” 
of news or newspaper 
sections (ie. Business, Arts, 
Science, etc). Focus instead 
is on various information 
types you find. 
Because it’s difficult to be 
comprehensive, we include 
“Other”



This is the other question that 
gives us their likelihood to 
subscribe. 

If a reader has never 
subscribed to a newspaper 
but donated to other 
categories, there’s a good 
chance the reader’s support 
for you mission can be won.



This question (shown in part) 
will allows readers to rate the 
different aspects of an 
organization they value when 
they’re supporting it.

It can be used to guide 
marketing messages and 
benefit programs.



The most successful reader 
revenue programs aren’t just 
news organizations, but 
community hubs. 

This will gauge the amount of 
interaction potential 
members want with you, 
helping your craft your 
benefits program. It also 
gives you permission to 
reach out and develop the 
relationship.



These open-ended questions 
dive deep into their actual 
information needs. The 
answers should be carefully 
considered by the 
newsroom.

No matter how good your 
marketing is, if you’re not 
responding to readers’ 
information needs you will 
significantly limit your reader 
revenue potential.



The Net Promoter Score is 
an industry standard, and is 
another option for quickly 
segmenting readers based 
on their level of satisfaction 
with your product.



We’ve made contact 
information optional in the 
hopes this will increase 
response rates. We can 
make it required at a 
publisher’s request. 

Being able to append the 
responses to a contact’s 
ActiveCampaign profile 
increases its actionability.



What’s next?

§ Identify trends in your audience by filtering the results (ex. what content categories to do 
those who turn to Instagram prefer?) or combining it with other data sources

§ Conduct user interviews and focus groups. Surveys are great for quantitative data. You 
can’t get a deep understanding without interviewing users who fit valuable segments you 
identified in your survey results.

§ Allow them to volunteer for interviews during your survey, as a survey question

§ Create audience segment, user personas, problem statements and value propositions 
based on what you heard

§ Make user research part of your process. Schedule certain times of the year for exploring 
questions related to different parts of the business (ie. Advertising, membership, editorial)



More resources

§ Membership Puzzle’s Audience Research Handbook
§ Membership Puzzle’s Supporter survey question bank
§ Krautreporter’s Engaged Journalism Playbook
§ SurveyMonkey’s Best Practices
§ A great survey is like a great conversation 
§ Harvard University Program on Survey Research Tip Sheet on Question Wording
§ What is audience understanding research?
§ 5 best practices for designing surveys
§ JISC’s Guide to Research Audiences

https://membershipguide.org/handbook/getting-started-with-membership/conducting-audience-research
https://docs.google.com/document/d/12-F0n8CeshXPikI2jaXwaUBZ2wZFySEwhjX665ynu3M/edit
https://krautreporter-public-production.s3.eu-central-1.amazonaws.com/public/Krautreporter's+Engaged+Journalism+Playbook-d6c23.pdf
https://www.surveymonkey.com/mp/survey-guidelines/
https://www.surveymonkey.com/curiosity/survey-is-a-conversation/?ut_source=mp&ut_source2=survey-guidelines&ut_source3=inline
https://psr.iq.harvard.edu/files/psr/files/PSRQuestionnaireTipSheet_0.pdf
https://sapioresearch.com/tutorials/audience-understanding-research
https://www.godfrey.com/insights/insight/5-best-practices-for-designing-surveys
https://sca.jiscinvolve.org/wp/files/2009/12/sca_audanalysis_guidetoresearchingaudiences_v2-final.pdf

