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KUOW Update 
 
INFORMATION 
 
This item is for information only. 
 
Randy Hodgins, Vice President, External Affairs, and Caryn Mathes, Executive 
Director, KUOW, will provide an overview of KUOW, including its mission, 
history, and strategic plan. 
 
BACKGROUND 
 
KUOW was established in 1952 when Dorothy Bullitt, founder of the KING 
Broadcasting Company and UW Regent from 1958 to 1965, donated radio 
frequency to the University. In 1999 KUOW became an independent, self-
sustaining entity, whose employees are UW employees. 
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KUOW Covers the Puget Sound Region 
 

 
 
 
 
KUOW 94.9 FM, in conjunction with KUOW 1340 AM, and KQOW 90.3 FM reaches … 
 
 

Central Puget Sound:  Seattle, the Eastside, King County, the 
Cascade Foothills and the  
Olympic Peninsula 

South Puget Sound:  Olympia, Pierce, Thurston, Mason  
and Pacific Counties 

North Puget Sound:  Everett, Bellingham, Snohomish, Skagit and 
Island Counties 

 
This map is a representation of signal coverage; 

Federal Communications Commission (FCC) coverage maps  
are available on request. 
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KUOW Five Year Strategic 
Business Plan
Progress Report: Spring 2019
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Taylor Johnson, 23, twirls in her ‘Auana dress during practice on Thursday, 
March 22, 2018, at the halau in Federal Way. KUOW Photo / Megan Farmer

MISSION
To create and serve a  
more informed public. 

Vision
Broaden Conversations. 
Deepen Understanding.

South Seattle students perform their own stories, not Broadway’s, 
May 17, 2018. KUOW Photo / Megan Farmer  1
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From Our General Manager 
In a climate marked by increased 
polarization and eroding trust 
in media, KUOW embarked on a 
five-year strategic business plan 
during the summer of 2016. It was 
clear we needed to proactively 
lean into a rapidly changing media 
environment. However, we also 
knew we had to become a different 
kind of media enterprise—one 
that elevates understanding and 
empathy in new ways that bring  
our community closer together.  

As we made progress on the plan, 
we honed in on several over-
arching themes—some that we 
expected and some that surprised 
us. First, a renewed commitment 
to “outside-in” reporting. We 
explored new ways to invite the 
community into our editorial 
process to help us identify and 
prioritize reporting. Second, we 
recognized that racial equity and 
inclusion are essential to our 
news coverage and programming 
and, as such, must be reflected 
in staff recruitment, development 
and retention, and in our outreach 
to local communities in sourcing 
our stories. Third, we’ve focused 
on how to remain nimble and 
responsive as technology and 
consumer media consumption 
habits take us in unexpected 
directions, knowing it’s imperative 
to meet our audience where they 
are now and be ready for where 

they’re going next. And finally,  
we imagined how KUOW might 
expand beyond our traditional  
radio airwaves in pursuit of our  
mission to create and serve a  
more informed public.  

We are now halfway through 
our five-year plan. We have an 
opportunity to pause and assess 
how we are performing. What are 
we learning? What work remains? 
In the pages that follow, we provide 
a progress update on our six 
core initiatives—Local Content, 
Digital, Community Engagement, 
Marketing, Organizational 
Excellence and Revenue—as  
well as a look into where we’re 
headed next.

The work we do is made possible 
because of the generous support 
we receive from the community—
not just in dollars, but with ideas, 
connections, time and energy.  
So please continue to share  
your ideas and your feedback  
and join us as we work to  
broaden conversations and deepen 
understanding in our community 
and beyond.

Sincerely,

Caryn G. Mathes 
President And General Manager

EARN TRUST
Trust is our foundation—and it must be earned. 
Listen. Seek first to understand. Be fully 
transparent. Admit errors. Speak honestly  
with our audience and each other. 

BE CURIOUS
Ask, test, try, build and rebuild. Challenge  
the status quo and your own assumptions.  
We enthusiastically seek ideas that surprise  
us and teach us something new.

HAVE COURAGE
Take risks. Show grit. Tackle the uncomfortable  
and unknown. We relentlessly pursue the truth  
and don’t yield to pressure. When things get  
tough (because they will), we remain steadfast.

VALUE DIVERSITY
Be inclusive and equitable. Seek a multitude of 
perspectives and experiences. Practice fairness.  
It is imperative to our journalism, the decisions  
we make and the culture we create.

ACT IN SERVICE
We act in service of the public, each other and 
something bigger than ourselves. Lead with  
respect. Offer a solution. We love what we do  
and go the extra mile for our mission.

DEMAND INTEGRITY
Set the bar high, and hold yourself and your 
teammates to it. We do not cut corners. We  
never choose what is easy over what is right. 

ALWAYS GROW
When we fail, we own it. Having a growth  
mindset means embracing what we’ve learned  
and moving forward. We take joy in pushing 
ourselves to be better. 

COLLABORATE
We are the sum of our parts—the magic happens 
when we work as one. Celebrate each other’s 
strengths and welcome new ideas. Treat feedback  
as a gift and give lots of high fives.

CARYN G. MATHES

PRESIDENT AND 
GENERAL MANAGER

KUOW Values 

The work we do 
is made possible 
because of the 
generous support 
we receive from the 
community—not just 
in dollars, but with 
ideas, connections, 
time and energy.

32
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Essential Local Content
Goal: Significantly improve local content and cement KUOW’s 
reputation as a top of  mind quality local news source.

As we set about to revitalize our 
local content, we took a fresh look 
at everything from how we source 
story ideas to the structure of our 
core programming.  

We adopted an “outside-in” 
perspective, drawing on feedback 
and ideas from the community to 
drive our reporting. In our series, 
“The Burning Question,” we 
explored what a climate friendly 
Seattle would look like, using 
questions, ideas and votes from  
our audience. In October 2018,  
we launched SoundQs, a story 
series and podcast investigating 
questions about our region 
submitted by listeners. 

We also used listener questions 
and story ideas to help refine our 
individual local reporting beats, 

focusing on key areas such as 
homelessness, the environment, 
public health and justice, education 
and arts and culture. 

We embedded members of  
our community engagement  
and digital teams into each of  
our reporting beats so that we  
can involve the community early 
and ensure stories do not just 
appear on-air, but also find new 
audiences on our digital channels.

Against a backdrop of shrinking 
newsrooms and declining local 
reporting, we’ve expanded our 
newsroom, creating five net new 
positions and hiring our first Chief 
Content Officer, Jennifer Strachan. 
In August 2018, we relaunched 
our morning and afternoon drive-
time programs, Morning Edition 
and All Things Considered, with 
new voices and a new structure 
designed to bring listeners more 
local coverage, in-depth interviews 
and reports based on listener 
questions. 

All of the work our local team has 
put into listening to our audience, 
increasing the diversity of our 
sources and innovating on new 
platforms has now contributed to 
some of the highest listening and 
engagement we have seen in years. 

Our job is to 
reflect the world 
as it is, not as we 
wish it were. The 
important work 
we do at KUOW is 
trying to under-
stand how the 
world ‘as it is’ 
impacts you.

JENNIFER STRACHAN

CHIEF CONTENT 
OFFICER

Maria Lorena Ibarra removes laundry detergent bottles from a 
conveyor belt of recyclables on Friday, October 26, 2018, at Cascade 
Recycling Center in Woodinville. KUOW Photo / Megan Farmer

KUOW Rank in 
the Market

*  Through January 2019 FY runs July 1 - June 30 
 
Source: Seattle-Tacoma (Metro Area Survey), 
Station Rankings, Persons 6+, Mon-Sun,  
6AM-Midnight, July 2015 - January 2019, 
Produced by RRC from Data © 2018 Nielsen, 

Fiscal 
Year

Times  
#1

Average 
Rank

2016 0 9

2017 0 4

2018 6 2

2019* 2 2

54
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Digital Platform Expansion KUOW Podcasts
Goal: Establish KUOW as a major, influential 
digital news presence covering the Puget 
Sound region with depth and intelligence.

Terrestrial radio continues to grow our core 
listenership and introduce new audiences to  
KUOW, but much of the future of media is online. 
With this change on the horizon, our strategic 
business plan outlined a key shift in content 
strategy to favor digital media. What it didn’t  
fully anticipate is explosive growth of smart 
speakers and the continued rise in popularity  
of podcasts and on-demand audio. Since the  
launch of the plan, we’ve embraced the changing 
media landscape and have invested in digital 
expansion across platforms. 

In 2017, we developed a refreshed mobile app  
which allows users to stream KUOW live and  
build playlists of KUOW stories for on-demand 
listening. In 2018, we completely redesigned our 
website to enhance our digital storytelling abilities. 
Since the launch of the plan, we’ve hired a full-time 
photojournalist, a graphic designer and a digital 
fundraiser—as well as expanded our web and  
social media teams. 

We recognized the growth of smart speaker 
technology as an opportunity to serve new 
audiences and were ahead of the curve developing 
our own smart speaker skills, which allow users 
to listen live, hear newscasts on-demand and even 
donate. Our smart speaker audience has continued 
to grow exponentially, making up 27 percent of our 
monthly streaming sessions.

As the media landscape continues to evolve, more 
and more listeners look for on-demand content that 
they can listen to on the go. Broadcast programs 
such as The Record and Week in Review found 
on-demand audiences through podcasts as did 
KUOW’s RadioActive Youth Media program. KUOW 
also produced eight podcasts, such as Prime(d), 
terrestrial, Battle Tactics For Your Sexist Workplace 
and The Wild. KUOW has fostered highly engaged 
social media communities through our podcasts, 
which has resulted in generating additional content 
and financial support. Our podcasts have been 
downloaded millions of times, featured on “Best of” 
lists and profiled in such national sources as The 
New York Times.

How To Be A Girl
September 2016

Prime(d)
November 2017

How’s Your Day
April 2017

Battle Tactics 
For Your Sexist 
Workplace
June 2018

terrestrial
May 2017

SoundQs
October 2018

Second Wave
September 2017

The Wild
April 2019

PLAY
KUOW
“

”

76
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Broader Community Engagement
Goal: Establish a pervasive KUOW presence in the 
community through events that enhance mutual 
understanding and community engagement.

From our strategic plan, we set 
out to produce events that bridge 
political and geographic divides and 
foster dialogue in our community. 
We asked ourselves, how could 
we combine the power of a town 
hall meeting or even a simple 
face-to-face conversation with the 
megaphone capacity of KUOW? 

In 2017, KUOW’s community 
engagement team launched a 
series of conversation events called 
“Ask A…” The series was designed 
for people who are curious about 
groups in society with whom they 
do not have regular interaction. 
Across the region, we facilitated 
one-on-one conversations at “Ask 
a Muslim,” “Ask a Police Officer,” 
“Ask a Trump Supporter,” “Ask an 
Immigrant” and more. 

In 2018, KUOW kicked off a 
new event series called “That’s 
Debatable” with the goal of 
facilitating civil debates between 
experts on provocative propositions, 
such as “Amazon is good for 
Seattle.” We also toured around the 
region, recording KUOW’s popular 
Friday program Week in Review in 
front of sold-out crowds in Bothell, 
Bellevue, Renton, Bainbridge Island 
and Seattle’s University District. 

We expanded our youth media 
program, RadioActive, which 
helps teens discover public radio 
journalism and podcasting. In 2018, 
we hosted our largest summer Intro 
to Journalism workshop to date and 
served 544 teens throughout the 
state. This past year, the program 
won nine awards including a Gracie 
Award and a Robert F. Kennedy 
Human Rights Journalism Award.  

KUOW Event Attendees

Battle Tactics For Your Sexist Workplace hosts Eula Scott Bynoe and Jeannie Yandel speak 
with listeners at The Riveter on September 24, 2018. KUOW Photo / Kristin Leong
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Marketing to Amplify Our Impact
Goal: Build a marketing department that accelerates the 
promotion, distribution, audience reach and impact of our 
content and related activities.

In September 2017, Stewart 
Meyer joined KUOW as the 
station’s first Chief Marketing 
Officer to help KUOW grow and 
diversify our audience, deepen 
audience engagement and convert 
consumers of our content to 
supporting members.  

During the first half of 2018, we 
recruited five new employees as 
part of our marketing team and 
later in the year we launched 
our first-ever brand awareness 
campaign centered on the 
theme “It Starts with Listening.” 
The campaign was designed 
to bring greater attention to 
the role public radio plays in 
strengthening our community. It 
featured real questions asked by 
KUOW listeners (and the stories 
we produced to answer those 
questions) across billboards, 
buses, ferries, social media and 
digital ads.

In late 2018, we targeted listeners 
in zip codes where our broadcast 
signal is not strong with a campaign 
focused on how to stream KUOW 
online or through smart speakers. 

Just as we’ve worked to amplify 
our award-winning content to 
audiences old and new, we’ve 
also worked to update many of 
our communications systems and 
internal databases to better serve 
our audience. In 2019, we began 
the process of moving our contact 
database to Salesforce, which will 
help us be more efficient, accurate 
and relevant in our messaging 
to our audience—and give us 
a pathway to expand our email 
newsletters such as the weekly 
“Best of KUOW” email, engage 
new audiences and convert email 
subscribers and event attendees 
into KUOW members.     

Our vision is to 
broaden conver-
sations and deepen 
understanding. 
This starts with 
expanding the ways 
we reach new and 
existing audienc-
es—on-air, online 
and in-person.

STEWART MEYER

CHIEF MARKETING 
OFFICER

Weekly Broadcast 
audience growth

Weekly STREAMING 
audience growth

At the beginning of the plan, KUOW served an average of 370,000 weekly broadcast 
listeners. We are currently averaging about 450,000 listeners per week, well on our way 
to reaching our goal of 500,000 weekly listeners by June 2021. (Source: Nielsen PPM 
Analysis Tool for Target Audience 6+, Mon-Sun 6am-12am, Seattle-Tacoma, METRO). 

At the beginning of the plan, we averaged approximately 150,000 streaming users 
per month. Today, we are nearly double that with an average of approximately 
280,000 streaming users per month, of which nearly 20 percent is via smart 
speakers such as Amazon Echo and Google Home devices. 
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Organizational Excellence
Goal: Evolve into a highly functioning organization that attracts and retains 
great talent, fosters innovation, develops industry leadership and embrac-
es a performance culture.  

Since the plan’s launch, we’ve grown 
immensely—with 23 more full-time 
employees today than we had in July 
2016. Through all this change, we’ve 
sought to transform KUOW as an 
organization from within. 

We invested in racial equity training  
for all KUOW employees and formed 
a racial equity committee to help 
institutionalize an organizational 
framework for inclusivity, diversity and 
equity, including in our recruitment and 
hiring, workplace culture and decision-
making processes. Concurrently, we 
conducted a comprehensive staff 
compensation study to ensure we are 
positioned to attract and retain top  
talent with fair and competitive pay. 

In December 2017, we launched the 
Gallup Q12 Employee Engagement 
Survey with the goal of surveying all 
full-time staff twice a year and improving 
results. Participation rates and scores 
have improved with each subsequent 
survey (see below). We also convened 
staff “hackathons” to address challenges 
surfaced by the survey and brainstorm 
recommendations, such as adopting 
the TinyPulse software platform to 
encourage staff feedback, promote 
internal communication and offer  
praise to peers for a job well done. 

In 2018, the station took a fresh look  
at our mission and vision as an 
organization and created a set of values 
to guide us as we continue to grow and 
evolve. You can read our values on page 
two of this report. We also reexamined 
our ethics and firewall policy and used 
to it to reaffirm our commitment to the 
highest journalistic standards. Finally, 
we began work with the University of 
Washington to build a robust business 
continuity plan to ensure we are 
prepared to serve the public in the event 
of a natural disaster or emergency. 

KUOW staff members watch the solar eclipse. KUOW Photo / Isolde Raftery

3.84 3.94 4.10
80th Percentile

December 2018
57th Percentile

June 2018December 2017

EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT 
SURVEY RESULTS

In December 2018, KUOW’s Gallup Employee Engagement  
overall score reached the 80th percentile. The rating is based  
on a 1-5 scale, with 5 being the best.

1312
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Revenue Growth
Goal: Secure our financial future by being able to demon-
strate its impact to individuals, businesses and foundations 
while leveraging leading practices to raise revenue.

During the first two and a half 
years of the strategic business 
plan, KUOW has made significant 
headway in diversifying its 
revenue streams. 

We hired our first Planned 
Giving Officer, and in 2018, 
started the Sound Legacy 
Circle—a new community of 
donors who have included 
KUOW in their estate plans. 
We hired a digital fundraiser, 
who is working to optimize 
our current digital fundraising 
efforts as well as discover new 
revenue opportunities on digital 
platforms like podcasts, social 
media and smart speakers. We 
were one of the first nonprofits in 
the country to work with Amazon 
to develop a smart speaker 
“skill” for donations—a way 
to give we now promote to our 
streaming audience.

We’ve grown our community 
of active donors by over 10,000 
individuals, and in fiscal year 
2018, 68 percent of our funding 
came from individual donors,  
90 percent of whom gave $25  
or less a month. 

Finally, our business support 
team continues to develop 
new opportunities for station 
sponsorship through new 
content platforms such as 
podcasts, community events  
and email newsletters. 

Crews near Bellingham load up live salmon to feed sick, 
young orca, August 10, 2018. KUOW Photo / Megan Farmer

KUOW REVENUE
AND MEMBERS 
GROWTH
In FY18, financial statement revenues were 
changed to net rather than gross. FY17 and 
FY16 have been restated to be consistent. 

Fiscal 
Year Revenue Members

FY16 $11,806.932 37,065

FY17 $14,401,181 47,144

FY18 $17,216,691 47,606

1514
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Moving 
Forward
During these past two and a half years, we’ve learned 
from our successes as well as our failures. As we look 
ahead, there is still much work to be done and many 
opportunities still for investment. 

With the second phase of our strategic business 
plan underway, these are the questions we’re 
asking ourselves: How might we deepen audience 
engagement on digital platforms like smart 
speakers, email, social media and more? How can 
we better foster dialogue and bridge divides within 
our community—especially with audiences we’re 
not currently reaching? How do we reinvent our 
fundraising structure to rely less on on-air pledge 
drives? How can we build a sustainable business 
model for podcasts? And through this growth, how 
can we continue to attract and retain the best talent 
with competitive compensation and an exceptional 
workplace culture?

We’re grateful every day for our community of 
listeners, members, volunteers, advocates and 
supporters who constantly inspire us toward 
transformational change. We’re growing. We’re 
learning. And can’t wait for what’s still to come.

  

Thank You.

Patrons walk along a path next to rows of red tulips on Tuesday, April 24, 2018, 
at RoozenGaarde near Mount Vernon. KUOW Photo / Megan Farmer 1716
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KUOW Puget Sound Public Radio is a 501(c)(3) non-profit organization that was formed in 2000 for the purpose of supporting and governing KUOW, with responsibility 
for the oversight of the station’s management, fundraising, finances and strategic planning activities. KUOW-FM is licensed to the University of Washington.

4518 University Way NE
Suite 310

Seattle WA 98105-4535

206.543.2710
1.866.820.9919
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About caryn
Caryn G. Mathes serves as President and General Manager for KUOW Puget Sound 
Public Radio.

Throughout a career spanning four decades in electronic media and broadcast 
communications, Mathes has led organizations to achieve new levels of growth and impact 
through sound strategic planning, quality-focused management, and a commitment to 
organizational excellence that starts with hiring and developing great talent and fostering a 
culture that never loses sight of its mission. 

Guided by commitment to veracity and independence, she has expanded KUOW’s broadcast and 
online presence and positioned the organization to thrive in the Digital age. Under her 
leadership, KUOW has reached new heights for its broadcast and digital audiences, individual 
donors, and revenue.  

Prior to KUOW, Mathes served as General Manager for WAMU 88.5 in Washington DC (2005-
2013) and General Manager of WDET in Detroit for 21 years. Early in her career, Mathes rose 
through the ranks in the newsrooms as an experienced writer and editor, radio voice-over 
talent, and prime time television and radio news anchor/reporter.  

In 2016, Mathes received PSBJ’s “Women of Influence” award.  She has served on NPR’s 
national board (2011-2017) and holds a Bachelor’s Degree in Journalism from Indiana State 
University. 

Caryn g. Mathes
PRESIDENT AND GENERAL MANAGER

cmathes@kuow.org

Assistant:
Fieta Robinson
206.543.6784
frobinson@kuow.org

contact

KUOW Puget Sound Public Radio

ON AIR 94.9 FM   //   ONLINE KUOW.ORG //   SMART SPEAKER “PLAY KUOW”
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413,600 
WEEKLY BROADCAST 

LISTENERS

47,618 
CONTRIBUTING 

MEMBERS

28,000 
NEWSLETTER 
SUBSCRIBERS

238,500
MONTHLY PODCAST 

DOWNLOADS

748
YOUTH IN RADIOACTIVE 

WORKSHOPS

253,490
MONTHLY STREAMING 

AUDIENCE

6,249 
KUOW EVENT 
ATTENDEES

18 
AWARDS

About kuow Mission
To create and serve a 
more informed public.

vision
Broaden conversations. 
Deepen understanding. 

KUOW Puget Sound Public Radio is Seattle’s NPR news station and the 
region’s #1 radio station for news. Our independent, nonprofit newsroom 
produces award-winning stories, podcasts and events. Each week, nearly 
half a million listeners tune in to our broadcast and thousands more stream 
our content on KUOW.org and via smart speakers. As a self-sustaining 
service of the University of Washington, our mission is to create and serve a 
more informed public.

See more in our annual report at annualreport.kuow.org. 

2019 in Numbers

KUOW Puget Sound Public Radio

ON AIR 94.9 FM   //   ONLINE KUOW.ORG //   SMART SPEAKER “PLAY KUOW”
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