
The New Haven Independent, a provider of highly local news content, has developed practices that engage its 
readers in positive online discussions about important civic issues.

The site was founded in 2005 by Paul Bass, an award-winning journalist in the New Haven community for more 
than 30 years. With one of the smallest staffs among the sites we studied, the Independent focuses on topics  
that are not well covered by other news organizations, including education, municipal government and 
economic development.

Key Lessons: Constructive Online Comments

The Independent describes its vision as follows: “New Haven Independent.org is rooted in and devoted to 
the city. We believe that democracy starts at home, with smart, thorough, in‐depth local news reporting  
and broad citizen debate about local issues.”

When it discovered its coverage of education and school reform was resonating with site users, the 
Independent began to create rich online conversations with dozens of comments on key stories.
 

Guidelines for Commenting
Bass believes the key to the community discussions has been 
the Independent’s clear guidelines for and strong monitoring 
of reader comments on the site. The organization only posts 
comments it determines are valuable to the community. The 
Independent also lets users know when their comments will 
not be included and why.

The Independent believes it is important to openly 
communicate commenting policies, including when they fail 
to live to the Independent’s standard of accurate, fair and 
constructive ideas. The site also devotes resources to the task. 
The editor, managing editor and a staff writer review up to 
100 comments per day. During the peak eight hours of the 
day, user comments are often updated twice an hour. 

The team has weekly discussions of which stories have 
been attracting comments and which comments were not 
approved and why.

Social Impact
The Independent has been able to see the value of its 
reporting and the community conversations it helps to 
catalyze. For example, as the conversation about school 
reform grew, teachers, students, administrators, policymakers 
and union members engaged each other on the Independent 
site. Decision makers followed the discussions closely, took 
active part and suggested follow-up stories. 
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The discussion was also taken offline through a live 
community meeting, hosted in partnership with the local 
ABC TV affiliate and the Community Foundation for Greater 
New Haven.

In 2010, the site also launched an investigative team 
covering health care and began partnering with 
Connecticut’s NBC affiliate on periodic multiplatform 
coffeehouse debates with newsmakers and readers.

Revenue

The Independent reported a 17 percent increase in revenue 
in 2010, up from $550,000 in 2009.

Envisioned as a lean operation that will have modest 
growth, the site relies heavily on foundation support with 
smaller amounts from donations, corporate sponsorships 
and advertising.

Donors
Among donors, six large donors contributed a total 
of $82,000, or 74 percent of the $102,000 donated. 
Approximately 60 donors giving less than $1,000 accounted 
for the remainder.

Revenue Goals
While most of the organizations in the other profiled 
organizations envision diverse revenue streams 
that include significant earned revenue, New Haven 
Independent sees local individual large donors as a 
substantial source of long-term revenue.

Expenses

In 2010, the Independent invested nearly 90 percent of 
its spending in editorial, the highest rate among the sites 
studied. Expenses totaled $460,000 in 2010. Bass expects 
annual budgets to grow up to $600,000.

Website Analytics

The number of unique visitors increased by about 70 percent 
in 2011 over 2009-10. Page views also increased, averaging 
about 660,000 in early 2011. Time on site declined from about 
three minutes in 2009 to about 2 minutes, 20 seconds in 
early 2011.3
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