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By Bill Dunphy
How much are you spending on 
your online news site?

Whatever the number— 
$50,000 or $5,000,000—think of 
that number for a second and then 
answer this question: if some-
one gave you (insert your big fat 
number here) to launch and run a 
brand new, innovative online news 
website to serve your community, 
would you really have chosen 
something so cluttered, confused, 
ugly and stuffed with yesterday’s 
news?

I doubt it. 
But despite more than a decade 

of trying, most of us are locked 
into our old print habits, like  
“owning” our content, or believ-
ing we’re the experts, that people 
want to listen to us—rather than 
talk with us and each other. These 
habits are killing us.

While newspapers were early 
explorers on the web, we frittered 
away our lead in a foolish attempt 
to reproduce, not just our newspa-
pers, but our old business model. 
We wasted more than a decade 
trying to get people to pay for con-
tent in a world where the digital 
explosion meant that the value of 
raw information was rapidly ap-
proaching zero, and the supply of 
advertising was expanding so rap-
idly its cost was dropping just as 
fast. All those years spent arguing 

whether we should charge for our 
newspaper content were wasted— 
because we were asking the wrong 
question.

As Howard Owens, director of 
digital publishing for Gatehouse 
Media reflected in a widely-circu-
lated blog post a couple of years 
back—we would all have been far 
better off if we’d never put our 
newspapers online at all because 
then we would have asked our-
selves the right question, namely: 
what does our community need 
online?

In the language of the Ameri-
can Press Institute’s bracing News-
paper Next reports, what jobs do 
they want done that we can do 
better than anyone else?

Here are the jobs I want done 
as a reader:

•	 Find me good informa-
tion—filter the flood.

•	 Give me useful, local 
news and information, fresh and 
fast—and make it dead easy for 
me to share, comment, add to and 
improve that information.

•	 Give me my information 
when—and how—I want; via the 
web, widgets, web-based roll out 
local versions of its news and blog 
aggregation platform.

•	 Help me find and inter-
act with businesses and services 
in my community and let me find 
customers for my own service, 
business, and products

•	 Let me see what other 
people in my community are do-
ing and let me talk to them.

  Notice that the sites that are 
successful in extracting value from 
news—Google’s search engine, ag-
gregators like Yahoo and MSNBC, 
Digg and Fark—are meeting sev-
eral of those needs, while produc-

ing and owning almost NONE of 
the information they’re providing. 
The fastest growing news web site 
today, and the 18th most popular , 
is the Huffington Post, a site which 
aggregates its version of the best 
political news from across the web 
and blends it with a smattering of 
original content and the best of 
over 1,000 members’ blogs.

•	 Curate the web, find me 
good information, make it easy for 
me to share and participate—the 
Huffington Post does those bril-
liantly. And it has just announced 
plans to roll out local versions of 
its news and blog aggregation plat-
form. How many of those jobs are 
you doing for your community?

One company, Village Soup, 
has found a business model based 
on giving the content away for free, 
but charging money to create it.

Village Soup began life 10 years 
ago in rural Maine as an online 
business directory, not a news site. 
But owner Richard Anderson paid 
attention to what his community 
wanted and needed and eventually 
developed a radical three-pronged 
model for a community news site.

His summary of what people 
want to do online is deceptively 
simple: Learn, Share, Shop.

Anderson sees his sites as 
community platforms—more of 
a trade show than a professional 
performance, a place where peo-
ple are free to wander and mix and 
mingle, businesses, individuals 
and organizations alike. His pro-
fessional journalists gather news 
and information and report it. 
Members of the community share 
what they know whether it’s births 
and deaths, garage sales, their 
opinions or ideas—heck, even 
their movie and music reviews. 

Community groups post events, 
and businesses post their informa-
tion such as sales events or lunch 
and dinner specials. All of that 
information is freely available to 
anyone—but only members can 
add to the information.

 Individuals pay a couple of 
dollars a week, non-profits pay 
$400-$500 a year, and businesses 
pay about $1,000 a year. Business-
es—local, regional, and national 
—can buy display advertising 
space as well, and some do, but the 
bedrock of the business model is 
the membership fee for the whole 
community.

The model has been very suc-
cessful—Anderson has said that 
while 70 per cent of the members 
visited the site daily, a third visited 
more than seven times a day. He’s 
even expanded it to create weekly 
newspapers (they come with your 
membership) in his communi-
ties, to capture advertisers that just 
don’t get the online thing. 

Village Soup are so successful 
Anderson challenged and then 
bought out established commu-
nity newspapers that had been on 
his turf for more than a century. 

Anderson also won a Knight 
Foundation News Challenge grant 
and is creating an open source 
version of Village Soup that other 
publishers will be able to use and 
adopt in their own communi-
ties. He’s expanded to four sites in 
Maine and another five in Geor-
gia and New York are poised to 
launch. 

It’s a smart, community-
focused model that bears a very 
close look by anyone interested in 
figuring out what kind of business 
model might carry newspapers 
across the digital divide. 

End the Dump
If papers stopped dumping their print 
products online, they might just find a real 
business model

Sites of the Month 

Huffington Post                   
www.huffingtonpost.com

American Press Institute’s News-
paper Next project                
www.newspapernext.org

Knight News Challenge         
www.newschallenge.org

Village Soup
www.villagesoup.com

Bill Dunphy is a journalist, trainer 

and tech evangelist with the Ham-

ilton Spectator. He blogs at www.

ideas.typepad.com/webu. You’ll 

find him on Twitter at www.twit-

ter.com/typist. And you can write  

him at bill.dunphy@gmail.com
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All those years 

spent arguing 

whether 

we should 

charge for our 

newpapers were 

wasted

—because 

we were asking 

the wrong 

questions.
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By George Pearson
Literal is one of those words 
being twisted and stretched, 
even by lexicographers. The New 
York Times, on the other hand, is 
precise in its application of literal, 
as well as figurative. 

Literal means taking words 
in their most basic sense, free 
from exaggeration or distortion. 
It means that the words you’re 
using describe exactly what 
happened, as in this excerpt from 
a New York Times story about the 
banking crisis in the U.S.: 

“In the Roosevelt Room after 
the session, the Treasury secre-
tary, Henry M. Paulson Jr., liter-
ally bent down on one knee as 
he pleaded with Nancy Pelosi, 
the House Speaker, not to with-
draw her party’s support for the 
package . . . .”

In a subsequent story, the 
Times reported:

“Many House members who 
voted for the bill held their noses, 
figuratively speaking, as they did 
so.”

So the Times takes great care 
in how it employs literal, and also 
uses figurative as a counterpoint. 
My Oxford Dictionary of English 
(electronic version) offers an 
“informal” definition that literal 

is “used to emphasize that a 
strong expression is deliberately 
chosen to convey one’s feelings.” 
In other words, Oxford says it’s 
OK to say something like “He 
literally fell over when he heard 
the news,” even though “he” did 
nothing of the kind. My feeling? 
Don’t use literal unless you are 
truly being literal.

Flu shot benefits rebuked by 
study
The writer of the above head-
line, which appeared recently 
in an Ontario daily paper, made 
the wrong verb choice (rebuke). 
What’s wrong with it?

Rebuke means to express 
sharp disapproval or criticism of 
someone because of that person’s 
behaviour or actions. There’s no 
“someone” in this instance. The 
headline writer probably was 
thinking of refute, but couldn’t 
quite get a grip on it. Refute 
means to prove a statement or 
theory to be wrong.

The grammar gatekeeper 
Clean up the errors in these 
sentences:

(a) Each department has their 

own needs, including in service 

training that compliments 

ongoing mentoring or affects 

long range succession.

(b) The memo seemed to infer 

that executives had been indis-

crete in appearing to flaunt the 

rules.

(c) A history of bad judgments 

by Karsten were what eventu-

ally lead the manager to bring 

in an uninterested third party to 

moderate the meetings.

 (d) Smedley explained the 

possible impact of the small busi-

ness tax and the recently revised 

company policy. 

George Pearson has been editor 

and publisher of a national busi-

ness publication, news editor of a 

community weekly, and a jour-

nalism teacher. He is now a freelance 

editor and owner of a grammar 

and writing website: www.

UpWORDlyMobile.com. Send 

him your comments or dirty linen: 

editor@ upwordlymobile .com.

editorial calendar
FEBRUARY ’09
Black History Month
Tax season tips 
Super Bowl Sunday............................................................February 1
Groundhog Day.................................................................February 2
Valentine’s Day................................................................ February 14
National Heritage Day.................................................... February 16
Family Day....................................................................... February 16
Academy Awards.............................................................February 22
Mardi Gras (Fat Tuesday)...............................................February 24
Ash Wednesday...............................................................February 25

MARCH ’09
March break activities
Youth Art Month 
Music in Our Schools Month 
National Nutrition Month 
Day Light Saving Time.......................................................... March 8
International Women’s Day.................................................. March 8
Purim................................................................................... March 10
Canadian Music Week....................................................March 11-14
St. Patrick’s Day....................................................................March 17
First Day of Spring.............................................................. March 21
World Poetry Day................................................................ March 21

APRIL’09
National Poetry Month
Good Friday............................................................................April 10
Easter Monday........................................................................April 13
National Wildlife Week......................................................April 5-11
National Victims of Crime Awareness Week .................April 12-18
Holocaust Memorial Day......................................................April 21
National Day of Mourning....................................................April 28

FEBRUARY ’09
Feb. 10, 8:30a.m.-12 p.m. 

Canadian marketing 

association’s Half-

day mobile marketing 

conference

www.the-cma.org

Feb. 12-13                                    

Ifra - 8th international 

newsroom summit                 

Prague, Czech Republic 

www.ifra.com

Feb. 24 

CCNA BOARD OF DIRECTORS 

MEETING

Vancouver, BC

Feb. 27 

Deadline for 

applications for the  

2008 Michener Award and 

the 2009 Michener Deacon 

Fellowship

www.michenerawards.ca. 

MARCH ’09
March 5 

IAB CANADA SPRING 

CONFERENCE 

Las Vegas, N

March 9-11 

2009 NAA mediaxchange    

Mandalay Bay,  Las Vegas, NV  

www.naa.org

March 10 

PR News Media Relations 

Forum 

Washington, D.C. 

www.prnewsonline.com

National Press Club in 

Washington D.C.

Early-bird rate ends Feb. 13, 2009. 

To register, contact  

Saun Sayamongkhun  

(ssayamongkhun@accessintel.

com) 

 

 

APRIL ’09
April 4 
Bcycna community 
newspaper awards gala
Richmond, B.C.                          
www.bccommunitynews.com

April 5-7 
NAA Annual convention 
San Diego, CA                          
www.naa.org

April 17 
OCNA Spring Convention
Toronto Bloor-Yorkville Marriott 
www.ocna.org

April 24 - 26  
MCNA aNNUAL CONVENTION
90th Anniversary of the Manitoba 
Community Newspapers 
Association at the Club Regent 
Casino, and Canad Inns Hotel. 
www.mcna.com

MAY’09
May 20-22 
INk+Beyond:  CNA and 
CCNA’s joint conference
Le Centre Sheraton Montréal,  
Montréal, QC 
www.inkandbeyond.ca

Upcoming Webinars 
In 2009, our webinars are FREE for CNA and CCNA members. To register, visit 
cna-acj.ca. 

Feb 11.......... Live Blogging 
Editor and American Press Institute instructor Steve Buttry will demonstrate 
how he uses live blogging to enhance coverage of sports events and other 
news.

Feb 25.......... Designing Better Ads
Our presenter will offer some research on what makes an ad effective and 
what kind of elements are important to include for both print and online.

March 25..... Team-building for newspaper managers
Job cutbacks put more pressure on the newspaper staff, so it is critical for 
managers to develop the best motivational plans. This webinar will offer 
some tips on creating effective teams.

April 8.......... Handling traumatic stories
Covering news can mean coming in contact with violent and disturbing 
material. How do you protect your own emotional wellbeing? On the flip 
side, how do you gather news efficiently while acknowledging your interview 
subjects’ anguish?  

April 22........ Creating promotional events that work
Expert promotions executives will examine how to use promotions effectively 
for newspapers of all sizes.

May 13......... Selling Directories
Directories are a great way to include smaller companies that may not be 
regular newspaper advertisers. What is the best strategy for selling this 
product and what metrics should you present in your pitch? 

Do some things literally 
drive you out of your mind? 

grammar watch

a) Each department has [its] 
own needs, including in[-]
service training that compl[e]
ments ongoing mentoring or 
affects long[-]range succes-
sion.
(b) The memo seemed to [im-
ply] that executives had been 
[indiscreet] in appearing to 

[flout] the rules.
(c) A history of bad judgments 
by Karsten [was] what eventu-
ally [led] the manager to bring 
in [a disinterested] third party 
to moderate the meetings
(d) Smedley explained the 
possible impact of the small[-]
business tax and the recently 
revised company policy.

Answers to  the grammar gatekeeper

events calendar



FEATURES:
� Easy to Co-brand

� Ready-to-Sell Advertising Opportunities

� Easy to Deploy

� Ability to Add Your Own Content

� Search Engine Optimized

� Most Current Web Design Techniques

� Cross Browser Compatible

� 3 Themed Sites Delivered Each Month

Introducing...

The Fastest, Easiest Way to Monetize
Your Web Site!

In today’s digital world, publications large and

small are looking for new ways to improve their

online presence and grow revenue with minimal

effort and a high return.Metro Creative Graphics

has developed TimelyFeatures.com as an inter-

active resource for your publication to offer a new

online product that expands visitor traffic and

increases advertising on yourWeb site.

TimelyFeatures.com provides economicalWeb

site development solutions through self-contained

online special section MicroSites. It is like hiring

aWeb designer, Web developer andWeb

programmer to create 36Web sites in one year

at a single, cost-effective monthly rate.

Visit www.timelyfeatures.com to view demos or call 1-800-223-1600 for more information

BENEFITS:
� Begin Selling Immediately

� Grow Site Content and Visitors

� Grow Search Engine Optimization

� Minimal Investment — High Return

� Grow Online Revenue
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