
Speaker: Leah Sandals

DG1 Getting Big by Staying 

Small: Magazines, Digital & the 

Power of Niche

Presented by



Leah Sandals is managing editor, online, at 
Canadian Art, Canada’s most widely read art 
magazine. She has also written about the art 
for the National Post, Toronto Star, Globe and 
Mail and other outlets. 

twitter.com/leahsandals
linkedin.com/in/leahsandals
lsandals@canadianart.ca



Overview

• Why Should we Still Bother Talking about 
Niche?

• Pros & Cons of the Editorial Niche

• Canadian Art: Case Study of Recent Success

• Pathways & Strategies to Consider

• And… a Few Best Practices

• Questions, Comments & Sharing Experience



So… why should we still bother 
talking about niche? 



After all, the advantages of niche 
media were well known

by at least 2009.







But as late as 2015, still lots of talk 
about niche…







Most of the writing about niche 
advantage focuses on publishing

advantages—i.e. advertising 
revenue and readership may be 
more stable because this select 

niche audience can’t find the 
coverage it needs elsewhere. 



But what about the editorial
advantages of being in a niche? And 
how can you use that advantage to 
expand your audience—especially if 

you are willing to step out of 
comfort zone?



What are some of the pluses, 
editorially, of a publishing niche?

• Know sources in your field better than MSM

• Know history of your field better than MSM

• Are able to report that knowledge for insiders

• Might be able to translate that knowledge for a 
wider audience

• Existing niche-audience members are usually 
highly engaged (professionally or personally)

• Existing audience can’t find coverage elsewhere



What are some challenges, editorially, 
of being in a publishing niche?

• Tendency to use stale, rote approaches to 
material in your field

• Stuck in stock formats for covering your field

• Habit of using jargon that is only understandable 
to experts (or the insider-insiders) in your field

• Frequent enmeshment with sources’ interests

• Emphasis on seeming proficient in the field rather 
than in writing, storytelling or reportage





The Canadian Art Case Study:
Delve Deeper into your Niche 

(Appropriately)
And Get Results



















Delving deeper into our niche 
content—in new ways—led to gains 

online
between 2015 and 2016



Our approach:
How about letting print do what 

print does best, and web do what 
web does best? And being open to 

crossovers in between?









Let’s think about some more 
specific pathways and strategies

for applying this approach to 
online niche content. 



Pathway to Niche Success 1:
What are some ways you can apply 

“mainstream media” strategies to better 
serve a niche audience online—and find 

more readers within your niche in the 
process?



Strategy:
Make sure to provide news 
reportage that your niche 
audience needs but can’t 

consistently find anywhere else—
especially where funding and 
relevant policy changes are 

concerned













Question for follow-up:
What news reportage does your niche 
audience need, but not get from other 
media? How can you better help this 
audience parse funding, policy and 
research news around their niche?



Strategy: 
Embrace thorny issues and the 

(intelligent) think piece.









Questions for follow-up: What issues 
are we talking about in the office, or 

with our friends, that we are not 
talking about with our readers? What 
troubles us about our field? How can 
we make some of that conversation 

public?



Strategy:
Don’t forget social media as story.









Question for follow-up: What 
movements are happening on 
social media that relate to our 
niche, or professionals in our 

niche? Or the history of our niche? 
How can we turn that into a story?



Pathway to niche success 2:
What are some strategies for 

bringing niche knowledge to a 
wider audience (and finding more 

readers in the process)?



Strategy:
Find an expert in the field who is a 
good writer (or one willing to be 

edited) to do a column about their 
research in progress.



Richard William Hill 

• Canada Research Chair of Indigenous Art at 
Emily Carr University of Art and Design

• Former curator at the Art Gallery of Ontario

• Quarterly reviewer of Indigenous art 
exhibitions for C Magazine (print edition)

• Working on a book about Indigenous art of 
the 1980 & 1990s

• Has in-depth knowledge but able and willing 
to write accessibly











Question for follow-up:
Who is an expert researcher in your 

magazine’s niche who might be 
suitable to write a column for your 

website? Does anyone have 
research in progress they might 

want to share? How might you find 
this out?



Strategy:
Consider how your field connects 

to or intersects with politics—
federal or otherwise













Questions for follow-up:
What fresh light can specialists in 
your niche shed on political issues 

otherwise covered by mass media? 
What work are they doing around 

politics that speaks to wider ethical, 
social and moral issues?



Strategy:
Go behind the scenes into places 
your niche audience sometimes, 
but not always, gets to see—and 
that a wider audience essentially 

never gets to see.



Videos: In the Artist’s Studio, Pt. 1

• Often, art patrons, art collectors and art curators 
get to visit artist’s studios—but people outside of 
this select audience don’t

• These sites can be (though are not always!) rich 
in visual detail and paraphernalia

• Need to take time to research which artists might 
be interested in being on camera

• Pre-interview checklists needed
• OCADU Career Launcher program helps pinpoint 

emerging videographers



Video: In the Studio with Tau Lewis



Videos: In the Artist’s Studio, Pt. 2

• The model established by our site by 2016 was 
best suited to small studios, emerging artists, 
natural light and 1-camera shoots in Toronto

• OMDC grant now enabling us to take our video 
production to the next level: bigger studios, 
multiple-camera shoots, more established or 
senior artists, lighting, 2 shoots beyond Toronto

• Increased logistics & training involved for all staff

• A learning & capacity-building opp. for 2017



Video: In the Studio with Kent 
Monkman



And it doesn’t have to be video…



Question for follow-up:
What spaces do specialists in our 

publication have access to that our 
audience doesn’t (or doesn’t 

frequently) have access to? How 
might we help our existing and 
potential audiences more fully 

access these spaces?



Strategy:
Interrogate the stereotypical idea of 

who is in your niche. Cover your niche 
with an eye to intersecting or 
previously neglected topics. 











Question for follow-up: What topics 
intersect with your field that you may 

have previously neglected—health, 
parenthood, sports, aging? What are 
the blind spots in your niche and who 
might be working on correcting them?



And: a few best practices



Offer a cleanly designed, reliable, and 
simple e-newsletter—and promote it 

accordingly











Also cultivate social media





Be willing to experiment,
for good or ill







Pay attention to your analytics—and 
the person who does your analytics





Consider partnering with foundations 
or sponsors—when it makes sense—to 
delve deeper into your niche and find 

more readers







Embrace different voices and points of 
view—a website, because it tends to 
be experienced in a fragmented way, 

does not have as much pressure to be 
uniform in tone as a print issue might.







Thank You. Questions? Comments? 
Experience to Share?
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