‘Empathy-Driven Process’:
Innovative Article-
Integrated Audience
Research

IN SHORT

Nyugat.hu has developed and implemented
an innovative, article-integrated audience-
research tool. This has enabled the
organization to better understand its readers’
values, motivations, and willingness to support
independent journalism via crowdfunding.

ABOUT THE NEWS OUTLET

Nyugat.hu is one of Hungary's most prominent
independent regional news websites. It is
based in Szombathely and primarily serves the
Vas County and the Western Transdanubia
regions. It was founded in 1999 and has since
built a strong following, with the website
enjoying 6.8 million unique visitors per year
and its Facebook account boasting over
120,000 followers. Nyugat focuses on fact-
based, community-driven journalism and aims
to maintain independence from state
influence. While it faces pressure from the
authorities, it has not succumbed and has
never endorsed a political party.

PROJECT
OBJECTIVES

Nyugat aimed to better understand its
readers’ values and motivations by
embedding short, organic audience-
research questions directly into articles,
ensuring higher participation and data
accuracy without interrupting the reading
experience.

IMPLEMENTED
SOLUTIONS

Using design-thinking, Nyugat created an
empathy-driven feedback tool by
experimenting internally, testing question
formats, and refining timing and tone.
Collaboration between editors and
developers ensured smooth technical
integration.
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WHY THIS PROJECT?

Nyugat focused on this audience-research tool to satisfy the need for a deeper understanding of
its audience. In turn, this understanding will help ensure the long-term sustainability of the
group’s independent journalism. Unlike traditional surveys, Nyugat's article-integrated audience-
research tool is significantly more organic and user-friendly, encouraging better participation and,
thus, better results.

HOW DID APPLYING DESIGN
THINKING PRINCIPLES HELP?

Applying design thinking led Nyugat to focus on empathy and iteration. The team began with
internal tests, experimenting with timing, tone, and placement of questions. Continuous user
feedback helped refine the format, balancing insight collection with respect for the reading flow.
This “empathy-driven process” prioritized the reader's comfort and ensured participation remained
voluntary and unobtrusive. Collaboration between the editorial and development teams created a
solution that was technologically efficient and emotionally considerate. The outcome proved that
careful, human-centered design enhances both user trust and research quality.

DID NYUGAT'S APPROACH CHANGE

ENGAGEMENT WITH ITS AUDIENCE IN ANY

WAY?

Yes. The integrated-question format sparked unprecedented participation and interaction. Over
16,500 readers voluntarily responded within a single month — a remarkable figure for a regional
outlet. The questions became a quiet but powerful form of dialogue, enabling readers to express
opinions without friction. This format not only gathered valuable insights but also strengthened
the sense of shared ownership in the newsroom’'s mission. Readers reported feeling heard and
appreciated, deepening their relationship with Nyugat. Engagement grew organically, built on
mutual respect, rather than intrusive pop-ups or long surveys.

WHAT CHALLENGES DID NYUGAT
ENCOUNTER AND HOW DID IT ADDRESS

Trl%' Eigégst challenge was designing questions that invited participation without disrupting the
reading flow. Finding the right balance between curiosity and subtlety required extensive testing.
Another challenge was integrating the feedback system into the outlet's content management
system, which demanded close collaboration between developers and journalists. By maintaining
open communication and iterating frequently, Nyugat ensured that technical and editorial needs
aligned. These refinements turned early friction into valuable insights, ultimately leading to a
seamless reader experience that improved both engagement and data quality.

HOW WAS NYUGAT'S PROJECT RECEIVED
BY ITS AUDIENCE?

Readers reacted positively, appreciating the opportunity to engage anonymously and
effortlessly. The unobtrusive design avoided survey fatigue and increased repeated
participation. No negative feedback or resistance was reported — instead, audiences viewed
the embedded questions as a natural, even enjoyable, part of their reading experience. This
validation reinforced the newsroom'’s belief that respect and transparency are essential for
fostering long-term reader trust. The success also demonstrated that carefully designed,
empathy-based tools can turn audience research into a meaningful part of the journalistic
process.
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WHAT INSIGHTS OR LESSONS DID NYUGAT GAIN
FROM THIS PROJECT?

Nyugat learned that empathy and respect lead to higher-quality feedback. Readers respond
more when they understand the purpose and feel valued. Strategically placed questions
within articles performed far better than traditional surveys, offering authentic insights
without compromising the reading flow. The newsroom also realized the importance of
ongoing iteration, small, thoughtful adjustments yielded big improvements. Ultimately, the
project showed that effective audience research doesn't need to be intrusive or mechanical;
it can be an integrated, trust-building extension of storytelling itself.

WHAT DOES NYUGAT PLAN ON DOING NEXT?

Nyugat plans to refine its article-integrated tool and use insights to shape editorial strategies.
The next phase will categorize respondents based on interests and willingness to contribute
to independent journalism. Highly engaged readers will receive personalized support
invitations directly within articles. The outlet also intends to test new formats that further
improve participation and community building. Through continuous data evaluation, Nyugat
aims to strengthen crowdfunding efforts and deepen its relationship with readers — turning
participation into active, long-term support for regional, independent journalism.

WHAT ADVICE WOULD NYUGAT GIVE TO
OTHER JOURNALISTS OR ORGANISATIONS
CONSIDERING A SIMILAR PATH?

Nyugat advises others to start small, iterate often, and design with empathy. Audience
feedback mechanisms should appear where readers already engage — within stories
themselves. Simplicity, respect, and transparency are crucial for building trust. Instead of
forcing responses, make participation feel natural and meaningful. Treat every interaction as
part of a conversation rather than a transaction. By prioritizing thoughtful design and low
friction, newsrooms can collect data that truly reflects readers’ values while reinforcing the
principles of independent, community-driven journalism.
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