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In April 2017, the SaltWire Network was formed and with it a commitment to reinvest 

in local media across Atlantic Canada. The network-wide promise? Be essential to 

the communities we serve, acting as a tie that binds the people of this region, and the 

places they call home, together. 

At the heart of this promise are five core values: courage, curiosity, conversation, col-

laboration and creativity. These values call on everyone in the organization to be willing 

and brave enough to challenge conventions, explore new territories, innovate for the 

future and question old beliefs, all with the singular purpose of redefining and re-ignit-

ing the essential role of local journalism. 

To begin this journey, we started inside our own walls, having conversations with more 

than 350 team members across the network, exploring what we need to prioritize in 

order to fulfil our “be essential” promise. The message from our publications was clear: 

we must prioritize listening to our audiences, connecting deeply with our communities 

and building our internal culture to reflect today’s realities. 

The Open Up Project is a response to this direction. It was created because you told us 

it’s time to do things differently, to be fearless in our approach to the future and to truly 

understand the audiences we serve. 

WHAT IS THE OPEN UP PROJECT?

This project is an Atlantic Canadian conversation about local media. 

In a post-truth world, honest dialogue and the willingness to question have become 

critical to moving us forward. Nowhere is this more important than with local media. 

With the validity of this institution being questioned and with trust being precarious, 

we need to be courageous enough to ask what it’s going to take to re-establish and 

reinforce the relationship between citizens and their news publications. 

And we can’t assume it’s the same as it once was. If that were enough, newspapers 

would still be flying off the shelves, online news would trump click bait and our rel-

evance wouldn’t be in constant question. But that’s not the truth and times have 

changed. It’s time to fearlessly explore how we need to change, too. 

Good questions inform. Great questions transform.” 
– Ken Coleman

INTRODUCTION



In response, The Open Up Project is a multi-layered invitation for our friends, 

neighbours, fans and even foes to share what they believe about the role of local media, 

to provide feedback on how we’re doing, to make suggestions for how we can improve 

and to help us shape the future products that we’re all responsible for delivering. 

It’s also an internal conversation that allows us to open up the dialogue around things 

that have long been sacred cows in our industry and organizations. For example: what 

should we be charging for advertising? What do journalistic principles look like in action 

in our publications? What will it take for our internal culture to meet the demands of 

today’s industry? Where do we need to get better? What do we need to let go of? How 

can we connect into your lives, against the backdrop of a fast-moving digital world? 

Finally, it’s permission for our teams to experiment – with the content we create, with 

the platforms we use and with how we distribute our content. We are opening up into 

new spaces and places to see what might excite and serve our audiences. 

WHAT DOES THE OPEN UP PROJECT CONSIST OF?

This project will be a fully integrated campaign that stretches from the inside of our 

organizations to the communities we serve.

We anticipate it will have a 12-18-month lifespan that will involve several phases, with 

each phase being a response to what we heard in the previous. For that reason, we’re 

not over planning. We want to truly listen, distil what we’ve heard and plan our next 

phase in order to respond to the feedback we’ve been provided. 

Because of that, we can only tell you what the next four months look like.  

Between September 25, 2017, and December 15, 2017, the first phase of  

The Open Up Project will include: 

• An initial focus on the daily markets – the weekly publications  

 will be included but at a more modest level in phase one. 

• Internal brand sessions – this is an invitation to staff at the participating  

 publications to explore what the corporate values mean to them. 

• Editorial sessions – these sessions will explore the role of journalism  

 and the stakes we want to put in the ground. 

2



3

• Small-group audience interviews – conducted by our Director, Audience,  

these interviews will explore how people interact with content, what information 

and insights they need in order to be an informed citizen, why being informed 

matters to them and feedback on our publications. 

• Stakeholder sessions – conducted by Mark Lever, President and CEO,  

these small-group sessions will be an invitation for key community stakeholders  

to participate in a candid talk and listen session with Mark.  

• Open Up Gathering – one part celebration, one part conversation,  

the Open Up Gatherings will be evening events with food, drink, merriment  

and the chance for participants to provide feedback via written notes,  

speakers corners and conversations with one another. 

• Social marketing campaign – a social marketing campaign will invite  

Atlantic Canadians into the conversation and raise awareness around  

the role they have in shaping their local media. 

• Website – openupproject.ca will be the website where anyone  

can submit their ideas, thoughts, feedback and even story ideas. Feedback  

will be filtered by publication so that each organization can address  

the thoughts provided, should they wish. 

YOUR ROLE: TO FACILITATE GREAT CONVERSATIONS

The creation of The Open Up Project is a result of everything we’ve heard from 

YOU. You told us that you want to hear from readers and community members, that 

you want to rise up into the future and that you truly want to do work that makes a 

difference in our communities. The Open Up Project has been created as your platform 

to do precisely that. 

For that reason, this isn’t a SaltWire project, it’s a project of our internal community 

and each one of us has a role to play. As you enter into conversations with members 

of your community (both internal and external), we encourage you to bring an open 

mind, to leave your assumptions at the door, to be willing to hear the compliments and 

criticisms alike, to ask more questions than you give answers and to look for more than 

meets the eye. Conversations driven by curiosity are at the heart of what we do. That 

means we put aside biases and work to uncover essential truths. 



With this in mind, your role looks like: 

• Participating in internal sessions. 

• Sharing The Open Up Project website with your friends,  

family, and audience through coverage, columns and editorials,  

encouraging all of them to submit feedback. 

• Where you’re comfortable, inviting conversation  

and sharing what you learn with your colleagues. 

• Record and share what you can capture, as best you can. 

• Encourage people to visit our website: openupproject.com. 

• Share the links where you feel comfortable doing so. 

• And, please, keep us posted on how you think this project is going.  

If we need to do something better, we’re ready and enthusiastic to  

hear about it. Email theopenupproject@saltwire.com to share  

your thoughts – good, bad and ugly, we want ’em all! 

EXPLAINING THIS PROJECT TO OTHERS

If you find yourself in a situation that requires you explain this project to others, here 

are a few things you might say: 

1. The Open Up Project is an Atlantic Canadian conversation about local media – 

what we’re doing well, what needs improvement and how we can best  

serve our communities into the future.

 2. We’re doing this because we know that local media is still critically important, but 

to be essential, we need to listen to our audiences and respond to their needs. 

3. The principles of journalism – truth, accuracy, independence, impartiality, 

humanity and accountability – are still critical. But the conditions that surround 

these have changed. In order to uphold these principles, we need to fully 

understand the context and apply them appropriately. 

4. We know that people have a lot of thoughts about media. We wanted to provide  

a more intentional approach to collecting and listening to this feedback. 
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HOW TO GUIDE A GREAT CONVERSATION

In its most basic form, The Open Up Project is about conversation: within our 

organizations, between our communities, amongst our stakeholders. It is a 

conversation fueled by open curiosity and by the courage to explore spaces that make 

us just a little a bit uncomfortable. It’s all for the purpose of shaping the future of local 

media and collaborating with our most important stakeholders to define what that 

future needs to look like. 

If conversations are at the heart of The Open Up Project, we all need to be equipped 

to facilitate great ones. This guide is intended to help you do just that. Whether you’re 

engaged in conversations with your colleagues, readers, members of the community 

or advertisers, we want you to feel like every interaction holds the potential to learn 

something that can help move us forward. Different people will have different beliefs 

about what makes a great conversation. In this project, we’re holding three principles: 

1. Questions are beginnings, answers are endings. Spend more time  

asking questions than giving answers and you’re sure to learn more. 

2. The simplest questions often lead to the most honest answers. For that reason, 

they’re also the most difficult ones to ask. Stick to the basics and you’ll do just fine.  

3. “Why” is the most important question you can ask. If you can get someone  

to describe why a thought, belief or perspective matters to them,  

you can learn so much more. 

CONDITIONS FOR GREAT CONVERSATIONS

There are six conditions we would encourage you to activate if you want to engage in 

the best-possible conversations. 

1. Prepare – spend a few minutes thinking about the person or people  

you’ll be spending time with, ask yourself what they know about,  

what perspective they bring, what sensitivities they hold and  

how you can make this a valuable experience for them. 

2. Shared context – off the top, establish a shared context for your conversation. 

Say: “Here’s what I’m hoping we can accomplish together.  

Does that agree with what you were thinking?” 
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3. Presence – your full and complete attention and presence might be the most 

important thing you bring to any conversation. Put your phone away (even 

better, turn it on silent), commit to focusing on the person you’re with and avoid 

anticipating your next move. Prioritize listening to what they have to say and then 

worry about how you’ll respond. 

4. Be patient – give the person you’re having a conversation with the space to say 

what they need to say, even if that involves a bit of dead air. Sometimes it takes a 

person a couple attempts to truly communicate what’s in their mind. Let them have 

the time they need. 

5. Choose to be open, rather than to defend – you’re bound to hear some things 

you don’t like, feel uncomfortable with or make you feel defensive. Do your best to 

stay open and simply listen. A great way to navigate this is to ask someone a follow-

up question, rather than respond to what they’re saying. For example: “Can you tell 

me more about that?” or “Could you give me an example of what you mean?”

6. Celebrate the discomfort – conversations that feel uncomfortable are  

precisely the types of conversations that reveal new things and uncover  

essential truths. If you feel like you’d like to squirm, you’re in the  

thick of this idea. And that’s the entire point.
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What can each audience tell us?

While every audience can tell us a variety of things, the following outlines what we 

believe to be the most important insights each audience can share. If you’re facilitating 

a conversation with one of these groups, you might use this to help you choose your 

questions and shape the conversation. 

Audience 
The one thing we need 
them to open up about. 

The three insights they’re 
most able to give us.

Internal What will it take for the team 

to live the brand promise and 

values of SaltWire? 

What do you most fear on a 

daily basis? What feels most 

threatening or uncomfortable?

Where are we currently 

misaligned with the brand 

values? Where aren’t we living 

our values? Why?

What needs to change or  

be different for us to fully live 

the promise and each of the 

values? What conditions need 

to be in place?

Newsroom staff What scares you about  the 

future of journalism? 

What’s your stake-in-the-

ground around the future 

of journalism? What are you 

absolutely not willing to 

compromise on?

What is the disconnect 

between the work you do and 

the needs of the audience?  

How can we close that gap?

What lanes haven’t we 

explored? Which ones feel  

most important to the 

audiences we serve?

Sales staff What prevents us from letting 

go of our past revenue models? 

Why are we so resistant to 

changing and rethinking our 

approach to revenue?

What/who are we protecting in 

our current approach? Who are 

we failing? How and why?

What don’t we understand 

about creating a new model?
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Audience 
The one thing we need 
them to open up about. 

The three insights they’re 
most able to give us.

Advertisers In what ways do we fail to 

deliver the right value for the 

price you pay? 

Whether you buy newspaper 

media or not, what value 

remains in the product from 

your perspective? How much is 

that value worth?

What conditions need to be 

in place for you to invest your 

resources with us? What  

would need to change or  

stay the same? 

What are we just not getting?

Community 

stakeholders 

What is essential to building 

strong communities? 

What support do citizens need 

in order to be engaged and 

active? What’s missing? How 

can we help?

How do today’s communities 

function? What are the themes 

and realities we need to be 

aware of?

Readers What essential function does 

local media serve in your life?

In what ways does local media 

help you to be a better, more 

informed citizen?

What does consuming local 

media give you? What benefits 

are created? What social status 

do you receive? What capacity 

is created for you?

Why is local media essential to 

your community?



???
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Audience 
The one thing we need 
them to open up about. 

The three insights they’re 
most able to give us.

Non-readers What makes local media 

irrelevant to you? 

What makes you say “Ugh, 

newspapers just don’t get it!”?

In what ways do local 

newspapers have their head in 

the sand – what are we missing? 

How do you stay up-to-date  

on your local community 

if you’re not consuming 

newspaper media?

THE MASTER QUESTION BANK

To help you facilitate great conversations, the following bank of questions is being 

provided. By all means, feel free to develop your own questions. But, if you do that, 

we’d love if you’d share them with us! We’ll continue to update this list with any ideas 

you may have. 

Also, some of these questions aren’t directly about local media. Sometimes indirect 

or analogous questions offer as much insight and allows us to see things from a 

different angle. We encourage you to use a variety of question types to help fuel your 

conversations. 

Finally, this is intended to be a resource you can use in many situations and over 

an extended period of time, so there are many questions listed here. For any one 

conversation or gathering, pick 5-10 questions to focus on. This is intended to 

be a bank of options, not a to-do list! Select (or create) the best questions for the 

conversation you’d like to have. If you ask too many, you’ll fragment the focus and 

diminish the value of the conversation. 



General questions about being an engaged citizen

1. How important is it to you to be an engaged citizen in your community?

2. What information do you need to be an informed,  

engaged citizen in today’s world?

3. What tools do you use to ensure you’re in-the-know  

about what’s happening in your community?

4. What motivates you to get involved in something in your community?

5. What kinds of stories do you find yourself talking about with friends?

6. What makes you angry enough to take action as a citizen?

7. What makes you say “I just don’t care!”

8. What are you craving more of in your community?

9. What kinds of connections are missing in your community?

10. What kinds of connections make your community great?

11. What information do you need in order to form an informed  

opinion about what’s happening in your community?

12. What information about your community feels useless?

13. What kind of commentary about your community are you craving?

14. What kind of commentary about your community are you done with?

15. What motivates you to get involved in a local cause?

16. Where do you trace your earliest roots to  

community engagement and involvement? 

17. Why are you here? What made you willing to show up  

and participate in this gathering?

18. What hopes and fears do you hold about your community?

19. If you saw something newsworthy, what would make you want to share it?

20. If you saw something newsworthy, what would prevent you from sharing it?
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General questions about media

1. What about media is essential in your life?

2. What hopes and fears do you have for the future of media?

3. What are your earliest memories about interacting with media?  

How did they shape you?

4. What are some of the most memorable moments you have from the media?

5. What did the media give you in the past? What does it give you today?

6. How does the media challenge you? Or does it at all?

7. How do you wish the media would challenge you? Or are you even open to that?

8. Where does the media feel like it fails you?

9. What is the media getting right today?

10. What’s the most important and relevant information  

and insights you get from the media?

11. If you could summarize what you take from  

the media on a daily basis, what would you say? 

12. What would you want to change, shift, eliminate,  

or revolutionize about today’s media?

13. What do you consistently see in the media  

that you just don’t care about?

14. What feelings do you experience when you consume media?  

What feelings do you wish you had when you consume media?

15. What does consuming media enable you to do or be?

16. What’s more important in news: speed or accuracy?

17. Do you care about journalistic integrity and independence?  

What about it is important to you?

18. Where do you feel news media has its head in the sand?

19. In what ways is newspaper media still relevant?

20. In what ways is newspaper media no longer relevant?

21. What blind spots do we have? What aren’t we seeing?
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Questions about the kinds of stories people crave

1. What does essential content look like to you?

2. Give us an example of the kind of news story that changed your view.  

What about that story was particularly impactful?

3. When you think about picking up the paper, or opening it online,  

what’s the first thing that comes to mind? 

4. What do you think belongs on the front page of the paper? 

5. How do you feel about the kinds of stories that generally get covered?

6. What kinds of stories do you think we need more of and less? 

7. What kinds of stories do you go searching for?

8. What type of story hooks you? What will you follow along with  

for more than one day?

9. Is there something we used to cover that don’t anymore, but should bring back?

10. Is there enough local content in your publication? What are we missing?

11. What makes you say “I can’t believe X wasn’t in the newspaper”?

12. What stories do you keep hoping you’ll get from your local media  

that just doesn’t happen?

Questions about the product

1. What is essential about your local newspaper product?

2. How do you really feel about the paper product?

3. Is the newspaper just nostalgia or is there still something valuable about it?

4. How do you feel about consuming news online?

5. Do you think newspapers are dying? Why?

6. If you’re a newspaper reader, what’s the first thing you open to?

7. Describe your daily ritual with your newspaper. 

8. Do you read your newspaper alone or share it with someone else?  

Is there anything you can describe about this experience?

9. What time of day do you read the printed product?  

What time of day do you check online?
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10. What do you consume in the printed newspaper vs. the online newspaper?

11. Where do you read your newspaper?

12. What makes reading your local newspaper an  

enjoyable and worthwhile way to spend your time?

13. How long do you spend consuming your local newspaper every day?  

If it’s more than 5 minutes, what makes you willing to dedicate  

that much time to it; why is it worth it?

14. What’s your favourite thing about your local newspaper?

15. What’s your least favourite thing about your local newspaper?

16. What benefit do you get from your local newspaper that  

you don’t get anywhere else?

17. Do you think we will still be consuming newspaper media 50 years from now? 

What do you think that will look like?

18. Do you think there’s anything worth reading in the paper?  

If yes, what? If no, what’s missing?

19. What other ways would you like to receive your news – alerts, newsletters, apps, 

other? Can you tell us a bit more about what that should look like?

20. Why does having a typo-free paper matter to you? 

21. What could we include in your paper tomorrow  

that would surprise and delight you?

22. How can we bring the news to you so that you can get back to your busy world?

Questions about content sources

1. What other sources do you turn to for news?

2. Where do you turn to first for national and international news?

3. Where do you turn to first for local news?

4. What kinds of non-traditional news do you consume?  

What do these give you that you can’t get elsewhere?

5. Do you feel confident that you know which news sources you can trust?  

If so, how do you determine that a source is trustworthy? 

6. What are your thought on fake news? Is it a legitimate concern?

7. What do you consider to be essential characteristics for any  

news source you turn to?
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Questions about the brand

1. When you think of your local newspaper,  

what are the first five words that come to mind?

2. What do you think the public perception of your local newspaper is?

3. Do you think your local newspaper is as relevant as it once was? Why or why not?

4. If you could describe your local newspaper as a celebrity, who would it be?

5. What makes you feel like a publication is truly local?  

Does your local newspaper feel that way to you?

6. What’s the biggest disappointment you’ve experienced with you local newspaper?

7. Can you give an example of a time you were  

delightfully surprised by something you found in the paper?

Questions about sales

1. What needs to change in order for advertisers to  

get value out of news media advertising?

2. Do you feel like you get good value for your dollar  

with newspaper advertising? Why or why not?

3. What do you say after you’ve received a sales call from your local newspaper?

4. How do you feel when you’ve advertised with your local newspaper brand?

5. Does advertising with your local publication help or hurt your brand?

6. In what ways are you wildly frustrated with news media advertising? 

7. In way ways are you wildly satisfied with news media advertising?

8. How frustrating or easy is newspaper advertising compared to  

other forms of advertising? Where can we make it easier for you? 

9. If you were to describe newspaper advertising in 5 words,  

which would you use?

10. Does having more options for advertising make it  

easier or harder to do business with us?

11. How do you feel about all the products we offer?  

Too many? Not enough? Just right?
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Advice you’d like to give

1. What’s the one thing you’d love to tell us to improve?

2. If you could make one improvement to your local newspaper, what would it be?

3. If you could make one improvement to media in general, what would it be?

Internal questions

1. What does essential mean to you?

2. Where do you feel resistance in the organization?

3. What are you scared of? 

4. What are you scared of doing/trying?

5. What’s the single biggest worry you have about your job?

6. What’s the single biggest pressure in your daily work?

7. What possibilities/opportunities do you believe exist?

8. What do you want to be celebrated for?

9. Do you feel respected in your work?

10. What about your daily work makes your stomach flip-flop?

11. What about your daily work feels exhilarating?

12. What will prevent us from living the “curiosity” value?

13. What will prevent us from living the “courage” value?

14. What will prevent us from living the “conversation” value?

15. What will prevent us from living the “collaboration” value?

16. What will  prevent us from living the “creativity” value?

Food for thought questions

1. What saying or tradition from the past should come back?

2. Who has had the biggest impact on your life and why?

3. What was the best invention of the last 50 years?  

Why was its impact significant from your perspective?

4. If you could call up anyone in the world and have a one-hour conversaion,  

who would you call and what would you ask them? 

5. What is the most important part of your morning routine?

6. If you had $10 million to give to one community program,  

what would you give it to and how would you want them to spend it?

7. What’s the best piece of advice you’ve ever received?

8. Is it better to talk about your accomplishments or keep them to yourself?
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Questions that get you deeper

1. Can you give me an example?

2. Tell me more about that? 

3. Can you help me understand why that’s important to you? 

4. What does that look like in action?

5. What about that works for you/doesn’t work for you?

6. What about that is disappointing to you?

7. What about that is important to you?

8. If there was one aspect you could change, what would it be?

9. If there was one aspect that never changes, what would it be? 
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