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Thank you and welcome!



The Lenfest Local Lab @ The Inquirer

We’re a news product innovation team within The Philadelphia 
Inquirer experimenting openly with ways to reinvent the daily user 
experience for local news. 

To learn more about our work, please visit our Medium page.

https://medium.com/the-lenfest-local-lab
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Today we’ll discuss

● Designing and developing an open-source, custom CMS through 
person-first research

● Maneuvering the challenges of hyperlocal monetization
● Scaling hyperlocal products across communities  
● Integrating additional hyperlocal products in one CMS

Later..

● Join us for a live demo of our CMS 



Creating scalable, hyperlocal newsletters

● In 2019, we received funding from the Google News Initiative to 
explore how to create a series of local newsletters that are tailored to 
communities.

● The project aims to test collaboration, automation and monetization. 



The Hook: A hyperlocal newsletter for Fishtown

View The Hook’s archive here.

https://nabeletter.lenfestlab.org/editions?newsletter_id=1


Research Process



Interviews / Surveys

● Try to find out the general habits of our audience:
○ How they spend their time
○ How they access news and information
○ How they feel about news and information 

Result is typically a 10-15 question survey, shared in-person 
(pre-COVID-19) & online.



What types of questions do we ask?

● About demographics (age, profession, location)
● About their habits (news readership, lifestyle)
● About their general satisfaction with news 
● About areas for improvement 
● Anything else we’re curious about



Competitive Analysis

● Look at similar products to understand best practices and 
how to differentiate the product



Newsletter Persona

● The survey results allowed us to 
build a profile of an ideal reader of 
our newsletter. 

● This profile helped our team stay 
focused on the reader’ needs as we 
continue to iterate on the 
newsletter.

● Link to view it in full.



Post-it Notes Exercise

● The goal for doing competitive 
analysis was to map elements that 
commonly appear in other popular 
neighborhood news and information 
products. 

● This landscape analysis would help 
us refine our strategy and expand our 
thinking. 

● We made sure that we only consider 
additions that would be valuable to 
our audience.



Feedback informed wireframes



Feedback informed wireframes



Feedback informed wireframes



Results - CMS



Results - Newsletter edition



Monetizing Hyperlocal Newsletters



Designing for hyperlocal advertisements 

● Hyperlocal advertising is 
content that can help 
residents participate in their 
neighborhood.

● Traditionally, advertising 
disrupts flow of information.

● Our design intentionally allows 
content to flow seamlessly into 
local advertisements, while 
providing a different visual 
cue.



Building local ads in a custom CMS



Supporting a community before making money
● Building capacity for selling 

local advertisements during 
the COVID-19 pandemic was 
challenging.

● Instead, we spent time finding 
ways to support community 
organizations and local 
businesses.



Continuing to show up leads to ongoing support



Scaling within the newsletter project

● Feedback from 
subscribers and 
residents led us to build 
and integrate more 
custom, hyperlocal 
products into our CMS, 
such as custom resource 
pages

● Next up, we’re working 
to create a 
user-submission local 
events calendar 



Scaling across and serving communities   

● Be additive to a community
● Connect with community 

stakeholders
● Adjust the research process 

based on the needs of your 
audience (acknowledge the 
challenges and find solutions) 



Providing services while understanding scaling

● While we took time to understand how to scale our research process across 
communities, we launched a bilingual texting service for West Kensington and Fairhill 
residents that provided updates about a local mass vaccination clinic in North 
Philadelphia.



What we’ve learned (so far..)

● Use research to guide every aspect of your work + be flexible with your 
process! 

● Acknowledge and support the existing networks of information sharing 
within communities. Ask yourself if your product is additive to these 
networks.

● If possible, find ways to financially support community organizations, 
events, local business, etc.

● Keep an eye out for ways to provide additional services for your audience.



Join us for a live demo of our CMS!

We’ll show the ins and outs of the platform that was:

● Built in open-source software
● Developed by our engineer Brent Hargrave intermittently over eight 

months
● Uses developer-friendly SaaS products, including our ESP Mailgun.

You can explore the CMS’ source code on Github here.

https://www.mailgun.com/
https://github.com/lenfestlab/monorepo/tree/master/nabeletter


Thank you for listening!

If you have any questions, please contact us!
Faye Teng: fteng@inquirer.com

Kelly Brennan: kbrennan@inquirer.com 

mailto:fteng@inquirer.com
mailto:kbrennan@inquirer.com


Live Demo: 

meet.google.com/zjm-scvh-tmo
( US ) +1 662-481-2239 

PIN:  112 596 121# 

https://meet.google.com/zjm-scvh-tmo?hs=122&authuser=0

