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• �The New York and Michigan Solutions Journalism Collaborative (NYMI SOJO), a 
solutions-focused organization of two dozen news and community organizations 
reporting together on caregiving and caregivers, launched a community advisory 
council in early 2022 to spur dialogue with members of its target audience and 
encourage the development of an audience feedback loop. 

• �The collaborative piloted the Caregiver Advisory Council, a group of 10 caregivers 
in the region who met monthly from April 2022 through November 2022 for one 
hour at a time and were provided a $100 honorarium per meeting for their time and 
effort. Six meetings were virtual (over Zoom), and two meetings with a partial set of 
council members were held in person with journalists.

• �Feedback from the caregivers informed the journalists’ and the collaborative’s 
practices via conversations with the council facilitators, who relayed the questions 
and concerns about coverage that came up in the monthly council meetings. 

• �Caregivers in the advisory council were highly involved, with an on-average 90 
percent attendance rate for every virtual meeting and robust discussion throughout 
all meetings. Caregivers were eager to respond to facilitators’ questions about 
collaborative stories, and they openly expressed the value of gathering together to 
support each other and create a new community space for caregivers. 

• �When comparing survey results between spring and fall 2022, we observed an 
increase in engagement among respondents. More respondents noted that they 
discussed NYMI SOJO stories with friends or family members; more respondents 
said they wrote, posted or shared a link online; and most notably, more respondents 
said they changed a personal behavior or belief. 

• �Between the spring and fall surveys, four of the 10 respondents changed their 
answers about their general outlook on their communities, responding either “yes” 
or “maybe” their outlooks changed somewhat.

• �Strong facilitation and organization, along with direct engagements with journalists, 
informed the positive results of the pilot council.

• �Future advisory councils may consider increasing the touchpoints between journalists 
and council members, developing a baseline diagnostic to assess council members’ 
needs and therefore both drive the council agenda and inform the reporting agenda. 
It would also be helpful to measure journalists’ changes in attitudes and behaviors 
over time. 

  Executive Summary



In recent years the increased emphasis on audience engagement within the 
journalism industry has led to new techniques and practices to better grasp 
what a community needs. Implementing events, newsletters, impact metrics and 
communication platforms like WhatsApp and TikTok have all become more standard 

practice within newsrooms. The industry has also benefited from thoughtful research 
and writing on this subject, and the author of this report is especially grateful for the 
work and thought leadership of Jennifer Brandel and Brandel’s colleagues at Hearken 
for informing this work.1

This growing care and concern around the audience feedback loop—namely, 
what can be done to overcome the communications disconnect between people 
in the community who need information and people whose job it is to provide the 
information—have nudged a broader reckoning within the industry around what makes 
for good journalism. 

With a robust audience feedback loop, the community provides both ideas 
and feedback, which inform and improve the reporting, and then as the audience 
witnesses that prioritization around their needs, both trust and respect between the 
two groups can develop into a more fruitful relationship between the media and the 
community. The tightening connection creates a virtuous cycle of learning and systems 
change on the ground. 

Piloting the Caregiver Advisory Council
With this in mind, a journalism collaborative based in Michigan and New York 
launched a community council in early 2022 to spur dialogue with members of its 
target audience. The New York and Michigan Solutions Journalism Collaborative is a 
solutions-focused project of more than two dozen news and community organizations, 
reporting together on caregiving and caregivers. The collaborative piloted the 
Caregiver Advisory Council, a group of 10 caregivers in the collaborative’s coverage 
area who met monthly from April 2022 through November 2022 for one hour at a 
time and were provided a $100 honorarium per meeting for their time and effort. The 
ethnic makeup of the council was five people who are Black/African American, three 
Latinas, one American of Chinese descent and one Caucasian. Eight council members 
were women and two were men.

Together the caregivers reviewed and shared feedback about stories produced 
by the collaborative about caregiving, and the facilitators then reported those 
takeaways to the newsrooms to inform their reporting. The facilitators included the 
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1 INTRODUCTION:
Developing an audience  
feedback loop

1 Additional reader resources include writings by Mónica Guzmán, Lindsay Green-Barber and Eric Garcia 
McKinley, and jesikah maria ross. 



collaborative director, the collaborative’s emerging audience editor, and one of the 
media members of the collaborative. Six of the meetings were held virtually via Zoom. 
There were two opportunities for in-person meetings with journalists at large events in 
Rochester and Detroit.

 
Tracking early evidence of impact
To capture early evidence of impact related to the Caregiver Advisory Council, the 
New York and Michigan Solutions Journalism Collaborative provided a 10-question 
survey to council members in the spring of 2022, shortly after they began their role as 
council members. The facilitators then followed up with a second, 15-question survey 
in the final weeks of their time as council members in fall 2022. All 10 participants 
took part in both surveys, providing a 100 percent response rate. The survey asked 
about actions and behaviors, trust and opinions, and finally, their next steps once their 
council terms end. While the sample size is small, at 10 respondents, the author sees 
this as a powerful case study highlighting the way fostering dialogue and relationship 
among journalists and community members can facilitate a healthy news and 
information ecosystem. 

The analysis relied on findings from the two surveys, notes from advisory 
council meetings, an internal final assessment from two of the facilitators, and 
observations from attending the final meeting of the council in November. An 
interview with Patricia A. Rencher, publisher of Urban Aging News in Detroit, member 
of the NYMI SoJo collaborative, and co-facilitator of the council meetings, rounded 
out the information gathering. 

5



6

Overall, the feedback from both caregivers and facilitators about the eight-
month Caregiver Advisory Council was uniformly positive. Caregivers in 
the advisory council were highly involved, with an on-average 90 percent 
attendance rate for every meeting and robust discussion throughout 

those meetings. Caregivers were eager to respond to facilitators’ questions about 
collaborative stories, and they openly expressed the value of gathering to support 
each other and create a new community space for caregivers. When the council held 
its final meeting in November, the members voluntarily asked for each other’s contact 
information to stay in touch.

Feedback from the caregivers informed the journalists’ and the collaborative’s 
practices via conversations with the council facilitators, who relayed the questions and 
concerns about coverage that came up in the monthly council meetings. An example 
is with an online resource guide created by the collaborative to direct caregivers to 
specific people and organizations for caregiver support. Council members remarked 
that an early draft of the guide was overwhelming with the amount of information 
and was difficult to navigate. In response, the collaborative worked to better curate 
the information and added a new-to-caregiving summary. Another example comes 
from the interview with Rencher, whose Urban Aging News publication is available 
online and in print. She said that she is actively considering republishing her content 
in Spanish after two advisory council members articulated how great the need is for 
information in other languages. As we’ll explore below, for future councils it would 
be helpful to track journalists’ attitudes and actions over time in relation to their 
connection with audience councils. 

Survey results
An analysis of survey results highlights meaningful opportunities for deepening 
relationships among community members and journalists, leveraging the advisory 
council as a critical bridge. When comparing survey results between spring and fall 
2022, we observed an increase in engagement among respondents. More respondents 
noted that they discussed NYMI SOJO stories with friends or family members; more 
respondents said they wrote, posted or shared a link online; and most notably, more 
respondents said they changed a personal behavior or belief. 

2 FINDINGS:
Early evidence of  
increased engagement
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What actions did you take after reading, listening and/or 
watching a news story produced or shared via NYMI SOJO? 
Please check all that apply.
10 responses

0	         2		        4		     6 	            8

Discussed with a friend or 
family member

Wrote, posted and/or 
shared a comment or link 

online

Changed any personal 
behaviors or beliefs

Followed a local journalist 
or journalism organization 

on social media

Attended an online  
or in-person event

None of the above

I responded to questions 
about . . .

7 (70%)

1 (10%)

1 (10%)

1 (10%)

2 (20%)

0 (0%)

0 (0%)

What actions did you take after reading, listening and/or 
watching a news story produced or shared via NYMI SOJO? 
Please check all that apply.
10 responses

0	         2		        4		     6 	            8

Discussed with a friend or 
family member

Wrote, posted and/or 
shared a comment or link 

online

Changed any personal 
behaviors or beliefs

Followed a local journalist 
or journalism organization 

on social media

Attended an online  
or in-person event

None of the above

8 (80%)

3 (30%)

1 (10%)

4 (40%)

0 (0%)

2 (20%)

SPRING 2022

FALL 2022
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According to survey results, half of the respondents expect to stay in contact 
and to be in touch with local journalists in their area after their council term ends, 
providing “likely” and “very likely” answers to the prompt. In an open-format question 
about their experiences as council members, responses were largely positive and 
hopeful. For example, one respondent wrote, “I was honored to know that our 
views were respected and hopefully, will make a difference.” Another wrote, “The 
experience was very helpful and motivating. Looking to move forward even more with 
being informed and involved.”

When asked if and how their general outlook on their community changed 
since discovering NYMI SOJO, some responses included: “There are even more 
resources than I knew and more caregivers with different situations than I,” “Much 
more aware,” and “Greater concern and interest from the journalists.” Between the 
spring and fall surveys, four of the 10 respondents changed their answers about their 
general outlook on their communities, responding either “yes” or “maybe” their 
outlooks changed somewhat.

Has your general outlook 
on your community changed 
somewhat since you 
discovered NYMI SOJO? 
10 responses

40%

50%

Yes

No

Maybe

10%

Has your general outlook 
on your community changed 
somewhat since you 
discovered NYMI SOJO? 
10 responses

80%

20%

Yes

No

SPRING 2022 FALL 2022
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The role of facilitation
Facilitators reported that one key to the success of the advisory council meetings was 
a strong and steady hand to guide the council members. Facilitators provided regular 
reminders, sometimes reaching out by text message or phone, to ensure attendance 
at the meetings, and were ready to troubleshoot technical difficulties, with at least 
two of the 10 members attending each time by phone. Facilitators also offered to 
print “assignments,” the monthly reading of a news article, combined with the same 
prompts each time, before each meeting’s discussion. The prompts were:  

• �Is the story relevant to caregivers of older adults?

• �Is the story helpful to caregivers of older adults?

• �Is the story missing anything from your perspective?  

• �Is there something that could have made the story better?

In an internal final analysis of the advisory council, the facilitators also 
emphasized the importance of continual gratitude for the council members’ time and 
input. “It was easy to be thankful for the council members’ time and contributions, 
and it was essential to share that sentiment during meetings, while sending emails and 
phone calls,” they wrote. Rencher said in her interview that the honorarium was also a 
necessary component. “I think it’s important that they get some benefit,” she said.

Opportunities to engage with journalists directly
One clear outcome was the value of meeting directly with journalists, such as when 
three members of the Caregiver Advisory Council participated in an in-person 
panel luncheon in Detroit during the Solutions Journalism Collaborative Summit in 
September 2022. In an interview with Rencher, the publisher and co-facilitator said that 
the summit stood out as an opportunity for deepened insights and dialogue directly 
between the journalists and the caregivers. “When we did the in-person summit, and 
three or four of the caregivers showed up, that gave the journalists some insight,” 
said Rencher. “Marilyn [Ajavananda, a co-facilitator] and I came back and reported 
feedback to the journalists [throughout the council term], but I think it had more 
impact when the journalists were able to ask a lot of questions at the summit.” 
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The experience of the NYMI SoJo Caregiver Advisory Council offers a handful 
of takeaways for future journalism-focused community councils to consider in 
developing a robust feedback loop between the journalists and the community. 

Increasing participants’ direct engagement  
with journalists
One immediate opportunity would be to create more direct engagement with 
journalists. “The journalists were asking a lot of questions they had at the summit [in 
Detroit],” said Rencher. “The caregivers voiced their feedback to the journalists. So I 
thought that was really good.” Aside from the two in-person meetings, the caregivers 
did not engage directly with any journalists in the collaborative aside from Rencher. 
“There was no opportunity for journalists to engage with the caregivers [outside the 
two in-person meetings],” she said. “The only opportunity that the caregivers had 
to engage with the journalists was through our compilation of the notes and then 
the journalists read them.” The timing of the advisory council with the Covid-19 
pandemic played a role in the level of in-person engagement. For the two in-person 
summer 2022 events, four members expressed unease at meeting in person, citing the 
pandemic.

One idea Rencher mentioned was to rotate her co-facilitator position in the 
monthly caregiver meetings. “If my position rotated, that would give [more of] the 
journalists an opportunity to interact with caregivers,” she said. An interesting question 
to consider, however, is if regularly rotating out the co-facilitator would impact the 
trust levels in the caregiver group. Building trust through repeat interactions was a 
main consideration in the choice to limit journalists’ access to the meetings to Rencher, 
according to the facilitators.

Tracking involved journalists’ attitudes and  
behaviors over time
The scope of this research effort focused primarily on the participants’ attitudes and 
behaviors, and changes between the beginning and end of the council term. For future 
efforts, it would be meaningful to track involved journalists’ attitudes and behaviors 
during the same period of time. Rencher said, “I don’t know for sure, but I’m sure I did 
[change my editorial choices as a result of engaging with the council]. “I might have said, 
‘Oh, okay, it’s time to run this story again.’ Or, ‘Let me make sure that I run something 
that further explains this policy or this entitlement program or something like that.’” 
Providing surveys to both the council members and the journalists in the future may 
create a fuller picture of how the audience feedback loop is functioning and changing.

3 NEXT STEPS:
Lessons for future  
community councils
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Addressing specific needs of participants
A final opportunity for future advisory councils is to set up a baseline needs 
assessment for participants at the beginning of the council term. This could help direct 
the council’s agenda in providing support to participants and provide reporters with 
story ideas and feedback about where there are holes in coverage. 

Rencher said that she also hopes that participation in advisory councils can 
also lead to more actionable information for the council members to improve their 
lives. “The caregivers had a place, a safe place, to come and talk about things,” said 
Rencher. “But I’m not sure their ability to be a better caregiver was achieved.” With 
results from the baseline needs assessment serving as a roadmap for the monthly 
meetings, there may be a built-in forcing function to report back how journalists 
addressed information gaps identified early on. 

Caregivers Stephanie Donaldson, Roger 
Young and Mary Goodner, from left 
above, and Ivette Alvarez, Ronald Garra 
and Lily Lee, from left in photo at right, 
provided panel presentations at two  
in-person events with journalists.



The community council piloted by the NYMI SoJo collaborative in 2022 underscored 
benefits of grassroots engagement, as well as reaching and dialoguing with people 
directly. The pilot also highlighted the importance of dedicating meaningful time and 
resources in order for the community council to succeed. As part of a broader strategy 
with other tools and efforts to address scale and reach, the use of a community council 
can function as a critical person-to-person connection that generates important 
insights and feedback, helping to ground journalism in its priority to serve the needs 
of its audience. In the future, a longer time frame for a council term can shed light on 
how these relationships are not only built, but also how they evolve over time. The 
author hopes to see more community councils in journalism organizations and looks 
forward to learning more about how this critical instrument can improve and support 
healthy news and information ecosystems. 

12

4 CONCLUSION

There are several people to thank for their support and guidance of this case study.  
First and foremost, Karen Magnuson provided feedback on the research design and 
survey, facilitated the research and shared relevant documents. Along with Magnuson, 
Marilyn Ajavananda and Patricia A. Rencher served as facilitators and provided 
meaningful contributions to this analysis. We note with sadness and sympathy for loved 
ones that Ajavananda died in January 2023. Additional thanks goes to Rencher for her 
time and insights in the follow-up interview. In addition, Jack Rosenberry provided a 
helpful copyedit of the draft, and both Liza Gross and Amy Maestas offered guidance 
and feedback. We are grateful to designer Raúl Rodriguez at R studio T, NYC. 

This research was made possible through the generous support of the 
Solutions Journalism Network. We also thank Ralph C. Wilson, Jr. Foundation and 
Health Foundation for Western & Central New York for their support.
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