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Interview with Kathy Magnuson 
 

Interviewed by Kathryn Brewer 
 

Interviewed on January 13, 2000 
at the offices of the Minnesota Women's Press, Inc. 

Saint Paul, Minnesota 
 
 

KB: Kathy, during our first interview, we covered the early years of the Minnesota 
Women's Press-- up to the point that you came back after your leave to do other things.  
I’d like to pick up where we left off, and perhaps start with sales and advertising first.  
Why don’t you talk about your relationship with sales and advertising--what you’ve been 
doing in that area for the last eight, nine years or so. 

KM: To just give it a continuity or frame of reference, in the very beginning period--or 
pre-publication--I was 'sales'.  I was thinking about who our customer would be, who 
would sell the ads, what size would they be, what would they look like, what are the 
policies, pricing, that sort of thing.  That was up and running.   

So when I came back this second time, I came back to be Sales Director--I think that is 
what we called it.  It was that sort of role.  I worked with the sales team and was 
responsible for hiring, training, supervising, coaching individuals as well as the group, in 
terms of strategy, group goal setting, and direction.  I also did some sales myself.  We 
had some house accounts and I handled those.  At one point we had a person come in 
who we employed full time, but she really didn’t have what we considered a full database 
of clients, so I did selling then that we fed into that account base.  I was both working 
with them and organizing them and leading them--kind of a dual role there. 

KB: What were some of the changes that you noticed in interacting with customers 
between that earlier time period, and as it’s evolved over the last nine years.  How is it 
different?  

KM: Well, certainly the publication and its awareness have had huge changes.  In the 
beginning, no one knew who we were because we didn’t even exist literally.  Once we 
were up and running, it took a long time to have anything approaching household name 
recognition.  I wouldn’t say we’re there yet, and maybe we never will be considering that 
we’re not…  We don’t intend to be a real mainstream kind of publication.   

Certainly that has evolved…  We do not have to do so much explaining--who we are, 
what we’re about, what we look like, where people can get us, and why would anybody 
want to read a paper like this! [laughter] This has gone away some.  
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 There was in the very beginning--again I’m trying to give this a frame of reference--a 
sense that we would get the major health care providers.  We would get the major 
department stores; we would have Dayton’s and Rosedale and Southdale [Twin City 
shopping malls] and those kinds of advertisers in the paper.  In this second period, we 
really came to the realization that we would never have those advertisers, and why--and 
kind of saying what a good thing this is. [laughter] 

We weren’t prepared, I don’t think, for the strength of the paranoia on advertiser’s parts 
about being in a publication that had 'women' in the name.  It was just way too scary, too 
threatening--the thought of being associated or having an ad in a publication that would 
be seen as pro-choice, or in some people’s eyes taking it further than we saw it, as being 
pro-abortion.  [This] was way, way too…  They had to be hands off of that.  It was just 
too dangerous for them.   

In the beginning they would say, well, we never go in a new publication.  We have to see 
you for a year, we have to get a sense of what you’re about.  We bought into that and we 
worked with it and we cultivated these relationships.   We were in their face.  We were 
sending them issues.  It took awhile for it to become apparent: these people are never 
going to advertise with us.  It took awhile for us to realize, this is okay.  If we were safe 
enough, that they would be placing on-going frequent and large ads in our publication, 
we would not be pushing the edge as much as we had intended to be.  So that certainly 
was a shift in our thinking.  …To let go of thinking if we just did enough right things, we 
were really going to get this windfall of big ads.  …To realize that’s not how it was.   

On the other hand--that was in retail--I think in education and healthcare, it really has 
evolved more in that direction.  We have several institutional, large educational 
advertisers and healthcare organizations… 

KB: Isn’t it interesting that they don’t share those same concerns about being affiliated 
with perhaps a pro-choice organization?  

KM: It is, but certainly there’s been a split there in our experience.  

KB: What about some of the smaller advertisers that you have--the independently owned 
businesses, that sort of thing.  Talk about how that’s changed, if at all. 

KM: Well, in a lot of ways it hasn’t.  There are a lot of women entrepreneurs out there, 
and depending on their product or service, a lot of them can be very good fits for our 
market and our circulation area.  It’s very gratifying and rewarding to realize that we 
have advertisers like that who started in year one and they’re still there with us!  They 
have grown and evolved and developed, as we have.   

It’s also kind of saddening to realize the number of small businesses in general, and small 
women-owned businesses, who don't stay in business--who’ve started with us and fallen 
by the way side, out of business, closed up…that sort of thing.  People who had 
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wonderful products or people who…  Our ad reps have always built real personal 
relationships with their clients.  They work with people who they like so much--who 
might not be the best business person in the world, or have the product or marketing, or 
their thinking on how they develop it quite in place--and go out of business.  So, that’s a 
hard piece.  They aren’t just dollars and sense clients to us.  They become our friends.  
But on the flip side of that, its been very gratifying to really partner, in essence, with a lot 
of these people.  We feel like we could be a piece in the success and development of their 
businesses over time.  That’s been pretty rewarding. 

KB: Talk a little bit about the processes that have shaped that advertising experience 
within the Minnesota Women's Press.  Computer support systems…  I know that’s 
changed dramatically because I’ve heard a lot of stories about how long the Minnesota 
Women's Press was without computers.  I know that the way you track sales, the way you 
track customers has changed quite a bit.  Can you give me an overview of how those 
processes have shaped or helped or hindered the advertising effort?  Or changed it? 

KM: Well, you’re right.  In the beginning it was pretty low tech, and a lot more 
guesswork going on than we have now.  It was probably like index cards and a shoebox 
to begin with.  We graduated to three-ring notebooks from there. [laughter] As recently as 
eight or so years ago, we were working out of notebooks.   

Every client would be on a piece of paper that we filed in a notebook.  Each notebook 
would have a chunk of the alphabet, and every ad rep would maybe have six notebooks.  
When you talked to someone on the phone, you had to look them up in the notebook and 
ad your notes and keep track of information that way.  If the page came out, or if it got 
out of order, this client was just…   All their history, you didn’t really know where it was.   

If we wanted to a mailing, we’d sit down and go through the notebooks and address the 
envelopes by hand, and flip through all the pages.  At that point each rep probably had a 
thousand or more clients, so we’re talking a lot of paper here! [laughter] Somebody 
would call you on the phone, and you’d be quickly trying to grab for the right notebook 
and flip through it to look them up and figure out who this client was. 

KB: Do you think that was typical of the time of smaller newspapers? 

KM:  I do, very much--even small businesses.  I don’t think we were that far out of the 
context of how things were done at that point.  But we did have someone at a competing 
newspaper who invited Linda [Grubish; sales rep] and I to come over and see what she 
was doing in terms of tracking her clients on a computer…and was wonderfully helpful.  
She was very open.  She sent us away with a disk that had a copy of--not the information-
-but the shell of her database, the kind of fields she  had. We went away from this 
meeting in total awe of what she was doing.   
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Linda brought in a computer of her own that she had at home and said, "I want to pilot 
this thing.  I want to try it out.  I will be the guinea pig."  She proceeded to type in all the 
information in all these notebooks of hers.   

We realized we could pull up all the health clients, we could print labels, we could code 
them to be called back on a certain day.  We could pull up and see who are all the people 
who were in a certain issue the year before.  It was just night and day, the kinds of things 
we could do.  So Linda was guinea pig and she really did have some ups and downs 
working herself through this system, and doing all this text entry.  We ultimately, not too 
long after that, did buy a computer for every ad rep and instituted this system for 
everyone.  That was just an enormous thing for us. 

KB: Are you still using the same system?  

KM: You know I think most of those ad reps are still using that same computer we 
bought them! [laughter]  Some of the monitors have died and we replaced those, but the 
computer itself… We upgraded the memory once, but they’re still using them.  We are 
still on that same basic database system.  We’ve expanded it all kinds of ways--different 
ways we track, different fields we added, different kinds of information we wanted to be 
able to access. But the same basic system is the one we’re using.  So that was a huge leap 
for us.  

When a rep wanted to claim a new client, she’d write it on a piece of paper and post it on 
the outside of the cubicle.  Everybody would just have to know this was her account.  So 
we’d have papers everywhere!  People were supposed to be able to remember this.  Now 
we update that every week electronically.  The reps pass on to the sales assistant [the list 
of clients] who are new, or who they deleted, or whose phone number changed.   

We used to call it a master list, but we changed the name to being 'mother list'--more 
consistent with us.  So we have this 'mother list' of every client--phone number, address--
and we can all access that if we want to know if someone's working on a certain account.  
We have this account--whose is it, how long have they been in-house.  We can all look at 
that in a matter of a few seconds.  So it made a huge difference in our effectiveness.  Well 
I got off track on computers here…  You were asking a question, how has it evolved or 
how has our process…? 

KB: Well you’ve pretty much talked about that.  Is there more? 

KM: Another big step was when we started doing a survey of our readership.  We could 
say that our readers were mostly women, and we were fairly confident of that, but there 
was not a lot more that we could say and know it had some basis in fact.  So we started 
doing an every other year survey of the readership, and that’s been a wonder tool for us. 

KB: When did you start that, approximately?  ….Early 1990’s? 
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KM: Well, we’ve done at least four and it’s been every other year--so at least that far 
back.  To be able to know things like…  Our readers are more likely to consult our 
employment ads than the Star Tribune's [Minneapolis daily newspaper], when they are 
looking for a position opening.  …To know the age.  ….To know if they have kids or not. 
…To know that their biggest interests in life are things like education and healthcare and 
spirituality…  It is helpful for us in selling advertising to know what we’re selling, which 
is the readership, and what clients to target that with.  It ultimately makes the advertising 
much more effect for clients if they [ad reps] know who they’re reaching and we can talk 
to the right people--who it’s going to work for. That was big leap for us in terms of how 
we go about selling. 

KB: Do you ever still run across clients who are afraid of associating themselves with the 
Minnesota Women's Press for political or other reasons? 

KM: Yes, but not nearly to the same extent.  That’s still there, and I would be worried if 
it weren’t.  If we were that safe that nobody would have some… 

KB: Or that you know your client base well enough so… 

KM: Yes, we still run into that.   

KB: Do you ever run across people who want to advertise, but who really are sending a 
message that you don’t want sent to your readers? 

KM: Yes.  [laughter]  We had a very interesting discussion about this just in the last 
couple months.  Someone had a prospective advertiser call her that happened to be a pro-
life clinic or pro-life counseling service.  The rep raised a question and said, "Is there an 
issue with this?  Have we defined ourselves as a pro-life publication and what does that 
mean?"  And some people would describe us… 

KB: A pro-choice. 

KM: Oh, I’m sorry, pro-choice.  Some people would describe us as a pro-abortion 
publication.  Is that true, and what would that mean?  So the sales team had a pretty lively 
discussion with some pretty divergent opinions about this. We also involved Cynthia 
[Scott], our editor, in the conversation.  We believed that we needed to have some 
consistency in our approaches and messages, both editorially and in advertising.  We 
brought Mollie [Hoben; co-publisher and co-founder] in as a publisher, and really felt this 
was not just a decision about running a particular ad or not.  It was a publisher’s decision.  
All of us met as a group to have some conversation about it.   

Ultimately, this was a publisher decision--and a policy decision.  But several of us had 
input, and had discussion and really did some persuading of each other, and a lot of 
listening to other’s perspectives and ideas about this.  Ultimately what we decided--and it 
felt real consistent with who we are--is that our editorial stance is to have a multitude of 
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voices out there.  Absolutely what we endorse is for individuals to have all the possible 
choices available to them.  It did not seem appropriate to be running an ad for an 
organization, if that organization promoted a process that limited the options that could 
be considered or be available to someone.  So we opted to call that potential advertiser 
back and tell them this was not consistent with who we are, and we wouldn’t be 
accepting that ad.  As we’ve gone along, that kind of issue has come up less than it did in 
the very beginning, but certainly it still comes up. 

KB: Very interesting.  You talked a little bit about discussing this with Cynthia and with 
the publisher…  How has that relationship--between sales and editorial--changed over the 
last ten years, if at all? 

KM: Mollie, as editor in the beginning, set a very strong tone and message.  We were 
fortunate, I guess, that she as editor and me as sales director felt the same way about that. 
in that we saw a very firm division between editorial and advertising.  Publications go all 
over the place on that--there can be a wide range on that.  We felt strongly that we didn’t 
want who was buying ads to be influencing what we were writing in the editorial.   

In the long run, it made it a much easier job for our sales people.  We have always 
received regular pitches:  "I’ve been advertising with you for five years.  Isn’t it about 
time you wrote a story about me?"  Or, "I’ll buy an ad, but of course you’ll be writing an 
editorial piece about my business, right?  Here’s [information] all about it." Or [potential 
advertisers] out of the blue call and say, "I have this fabulous business.  I know you’re 
going to want to write about it."  

For us to be able to say, "That does sound interesting" …And lots of them do. They’re 
just wonderful stories.  "…But that’s not my decision.  The person you should talk to is 
the editor.  Here is her name, you talk to her.  I can talk to you about advertising.  Let's 
discuss that now."  It makes it much cleaner.  Some people don’t like to hear that.  "Wait 
a minute.  This other paper… they always write about me when I buy an ad." 

KB: Is it primarily the neighborhood papers that they get that… 

KM: It’s more so…  Smaller publications can get into this incestuous relationship. Yes, it 
tends to be smaller publications.  But the thing we’ve also seen and sold as a benefit to 
advertisers is that fact that we don’t do that can work in their favor.  Readers 'get it'; they 
understand when the editorial stands on its own, and has deep credibility, and is not 
influenced by….  They can see who we’re writing about and who has ads in the issue.  
Readers 'get that' and they value that.  So their ad is going to appear in a publication that 
has that kind of trust within the readership, and that really ultimately works in the 
advertiser's favor more than having an article about them can help them.  That’s been 
very consistent.   

I must say, as we’ve matured and as different people have come into that editor position--
currently that’s Cynthia--we’ve felt confident enough in that ad-editorial separation and 
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how we’ve worked that very successfully, that they last year or so we felt like we could 
be a little more collaborative than we have in the past.  We're talking about special issue 
topics in the paper--both what would serve readers and what would serve advertiser’s 
needs and interests.  It didn’t feel it was a violation of that kind of relationship. 
Ultimately, the more ad inches we can sell--issue per issue--the more pages the editorial 
staff has to work with to bring readers articles, photos, longer calendars, that sort of 
thing.  So it feels like we’re in a very healthy spot with that kind of situation. 

KB: You mentioned the issue of trust and that’s an interesting one to follow up on.  Your 
readerships trust you.  Why?  What do you think the basis of that trust is built on? 

KM: Most of our readers--which we know from our readers survey--about ninety-two 
percent of them are women.  Part of it is they have not had a vehicle that honored the 
voice of women in the past--that [consisted of] women’s voices, honored women, and 
spoke out on behalf of them.  It has been their words, their ideas, their values.  Readers 
have come to appreciate that and enjoy that and ultimately trust that.  They have felt an 
affinity with that--this is my voice speaking.   

There’s a carry over that applies to the ads, not that we’ve consciously developed, but it's 
how it is.  Somehow when advertisers place an ad in our paper, they hope to get the same 
kind of results they would anywhere with a print ad.  The readers will see it, they’ll be 
interested in their product or service and they’ll respond.  We hope that happens, and it 
does.  The added piece is, by virtue of having an ad in our publication, the fact that they 
have chosen to put an ad there, gives that advertiser a different kind of value or 
credibility in our readers eyes.  It sends a message about the values or the interests of that 
business to the readers, I think.  It sort of carries over our credibility to the people who 
advertise in there. 

KB: Has that credibility ever been tested with an advertiser who does not deserve that 
added credibility? 

KM: I don’t know if I’d quite use that word, 'deserve', because it’s a little hard to 
measure.  Certainly, we get calls.  We get the most interesting calls at our front desk.  We 
get some calls that are, you know, "I hired this painter from your paper, and they didn’t 
do a real good job of cleaning up after themselves.  I’m not sure they should have ads in 
your paper."  They really have this expectation that if they [the advertisers] are in there, 
we have given them the "Women's Press" seal of approval. [laughter]  

We have to explain to people that we really don’t go out and qualify advertisers and rate 
their product or their service.  The customer, the reader, really has to make sure they do 
that.  Just because they’re in there, they still need to go through the steps they would 
hiring anyone else!  We get calls at the front desk that say, "I just employed the most 
wonderful dog walker.  This person was so fabulous.  I don’t understand why you’re not 
running her ads.  She needs to be in your paper.  This is a service for women!  Where’s 
her ad?"  Readers do come to have strong feelings about the advertisements.  [laughter] 
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KB: Interesting.  Well, let’s finish up with the advertising thing by talking about staffing.  
In the first interview, you described some of the early staffing of the sales effort, and that 
it was interesting because not a lot of those people had experience.  How would describe 
how that staffing issue has changed, particularly over the last eight or nine years? 

KM: It’s evolved in a huge way.  When I look at our staff now I think they are so skilled-
-technically skilled.  These are people with high sales and marketing skills who, if they 
wanted to, could go out and sell all kinds of products and services and be very, very 
competitive in the market place as individuals.  So, we’ve certainly evolved to a different 
level of expertise that we have here.   

In the beginning it was sort of whoever we could round up who might be willing to get on 
a phone, and really 'got' what we were about.  It was almost a volunteer commitment.  
We’ve been really fortunate to evolve to a point where we could pay people a pretty 
reasonable rate of income--not as much as we would like, but we think at least 
competitive in the market place.  [We hire] people with high professional level of skills,   
and 'get' what we’re about, and are very committed to our product and our mission.  The 
most recent person we hired was someone we hired away from another publication who 
was selling print advertising.  She could come in here and hit the ground running, 
because she was very skilled in the kind of thing we do already.  So that’s come a long 
way. 

KB: You have how many sales people at this point? 

KM: Right now we have…  Oh, how do I even say this?  It didn’t sound like a difficult 
question, did it!  We have two full time sales reps. We have another sales rep position 
that is being 'job-shared'.  Linda, who has been with us full time for years, went to half 
time.  She is 'job sharing' with a person who does the 'job share' half time--the other half 
time she works as a half time position we have as sales assistant.  So we have four 
individuals on three databases right now. 

KB: All right, good.  Well, I’d like to move to the area of what I term 'finance'.  It may or 
may not be the right word, but you can tell me that.  When you came back to the 
Minnesota Women's Press in 1990, you took over some of those functions that were 
related to finance and business.  Can you talk a little bit about what the financial situation 
was when you began those activities and contrast it where you are today? 

KM: Oh, boy.  We have come a long ways. We, as lots of people I’m sure have 
mentioned in the interviews, have gone through some pretty tight times for quite a few 
years in our evolution.  At the point you reference, we were approaching a point of much 
more stability.  Not quite at a profitability level yet, but certainly enough stability that it 
was not a week to week operation.  We had some hope that we might at some point turn 
the tide and have more income than expense.  That was an evolutionary thing--it wasn’t a 
'day and night' [contrast].  Certainly it gained momentum and we have now come to a 
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point where we’ve had profitability for several years in a row.  We have paid gain sharing 
to staff out of those profits for several years in a row… 

KB: And that’s like a profit sharing concept? 

KM: Yes.  What we said to staff was, when we got to a certain point, any profits we 
made--a proportion of those would be paid back to staff at the end of the year.   We really 
saw that as recognition that if we were profitable, or when we were, it was due to the 
people here working hard and making that happen.  It seemed right that a piece of those 
profits would be shared back with them.  So, at this point, we don’t really…  For several 
years now we have not questioned whether the year would be profitable or not.  It’s given 
us such different…power, maybe?  …Certainly different options.   

The year we developed our web site, we had all the up front costs…  We worked with a 
designer, an independent designer. 

KB: When did you do your web site? 

KM: I think it was two years ago?  …Two or three years ago.  We hired a designer, spent 
a fair amount of time thinking through the look, the content, the reasoning behind all of 
that, staff training.  We learned how to update it, bought software. We had a plan for it 
that we knew in the following year, we would recover all those costs plus make some for 
what we were charging for the ads that we knew would be on that site.  But in the first 
year it was all expense and no income.  And a year or so before that, it just never would 
have been an option to do something that didn’t have a payback in dollars a month or two 
down the road.  We could not have done it.   

This year, right at the end of the year, we sent out 15, 000 mailers in a promotion to gain 
new subscribers to BookWoman, one of our publications.  Same thing…  We could not 
have devoted printing, postage and staff time to prepare the mailings for the income to 
come in over the next year, or in the future. No way…that just would not have been an 
option.  So, getting in a stronger financial position certainly has given us other options in 
growing the business on a different level. 

KB: Over this period of time, what have been some of the most important financial issues 
that you have had to grapple with, and perhaps resolve? 

KM: I don’t know if it was grappling, but it was certainly a process.  When we made a 
decision to bring our monthly accounting in-house, that was an enormous impact for us.  
We worked with someone outside who helped us prioritize our needs, select the software, 
sort of systematize it.  We had been sending all of our financial records out to an 
accountant each quarter, and a couple months after the quarter ended we’d find out how 
we did!  So…not a lot of control.  More often than not it would be a big surprise when we 
saw how we did--both plus and minus. [laughter] Making the decision and taking the step 
to bring much of the accounting process--everything except for a few year-end things--in 
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house was huge.  The control it gave us so that on any given day, we could go print a P & 
L [profit and loss statement] or print a balance sheet, and know exactly where we were 
now compared to last year, compared to budget.  That was an enormous step for us and 
our financial development.   

Another piece was--it didn’t happen all at once--but some restructuring of compensation, 
which is the number one largest expense item we have.  We went through all kinds of 
philosophies and methods of compensation.  In the beginning--very beginning--everyone 
was paid a flat hourly rate no matter what they did, or what role they played.  Everybody 
was equal.  Over time we realized it wasn’t real realistic in terms of different levels of 
responsibility, different kinds of education, and skills people needed to bring, and being 
competitive in the market place in terms of recruiting staff. 

KB: Why did you do it?  

KM: Why did we do… 

KB: Why had you been paying flat rate. 

KM: Well, that was a piece of, at that point, our concept of feminist business--that 
everybody is important, everybody contributes, everybody should have some kind of 
equivalent compensation.  It was the thinking then. No particular job is more important 
than something else.  

I think even though we’ve modified that compensation practice, we’ve retained some of 
that kind of thinking.  Our goal ultimately is to pay better than market rate on every 
position we have.  Along the way to getting there, some positions we have are at and 
some are under market rate--I don’t know that any are over.  But there have been times--
probably right now--where we have positions that we have chosen to pay higher than 
market rate.  

That said, the only driving force in our values of compensation is not:  how does the rest 
of the world pay, or how does the rest of the world value, so to speak, a given position?  
We may choose to value that [job] differently in terms of valuing it higher than the rest of 
the world.  Some tasks that may be viewed as clerical and not important by some of the 
rest of the world, we might value pretty highly, and see that as a huge integral part of 
what makes all our pieces work. 

KB: When you talk about the issue of salaries, can you spend a little time talking about 
the issue of pay equity between the sales and editorial staff.  I know that can be an issue, 
and probably has been.   

KM: ….Has been.  …Probably still is.  [laughter].  We started on such a simple plan of 
everyone gets paid the same.  Now we have hourly folks, we have some salaried people, 
and we have commission people.  So we have three different methods of direct 
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compensation going.  We have felt that it was important for sales people to be 
commissioned--that it’s an 'incenting' (sic) kind of thing.  There are real pro’s and con’s 
about that, but I don’t think, at this point in time, I would opt to do it differently.   

We have had all kinds of methods of compensation.  We have had base plus commission, 
we’ve had a commission system where part of the compensation was based on individual 
effort and part of the compensation came from the total results of the team--of what they 
sold.  We’ve had different formulas and different combinations of numbers of percents of 
sales.  We’ve not been afraid to modify and tweak over time, depending on all kinds of 
factors--depending on our financial stability and resources to work with in terms of the 
individuals on our sales team and what really met their needs, worked for them, was 
motivating and yet challenging for them.   

We’ve been pretty creative that way.  Compensation is a sticky question.  It’s a very 
personal question.  We have opted to, for the most part, not have that be a group decision 
making kind of thing.  What else can I say about it? 

KB: Do you think that at this point in time you would ascribe to your staffing and 
personnel payment policies a feminist perspective?  Or would you say that it is 
only…that it isn’t particularly a feminist way of doing it, it’s more business oriented.  
How would you characterize it?  

KM: …Some of each.  I think in terms of a business, we are in the context of a very non-
feminist business world.  That’s the world we operate in.  For example, this isn’t 
compensation but it’s a story worth telling about finances.  When we went to our bank to 
get a line of credit, they were pretty concerned about our retained earnings history and 
wanted to see that develop.  That was not really an issue to us.  That was their issue, not 
ours!  [laughter].   

It was very hard to communicate to them that our goal in a business--our number one 
goal as a business--was not to make a lot of money.  That would be fine, but that really 
wasn’t what we were about.  We were more interested in--each year as we were able--to 
raise the level of compensation, which of course, lowered our level profitability.  This 
drove them crazy:  that we’d finally get to the point of having some profitability--we 
were coming to a year end--but we’ll be doing this gain-sharing so that profit will be cut 
in half, of course.  It was a meeting of two very different worlds.   

We also wanted a credit line from them. [laughter]  So, we do some things that would 
both get the out-in-the-world financial resources we need, and play as much of the game 
so to speak as we needed to play to accomplish that, but at the same time really honor our 
values and our priorities.  So, it’s been a bit of that.   

In the compensation area, we compete out in the market place--in the real world--for the 
employees.  We need to be paying something in the neighborhood of market rate to get 
people who are going to be skilled and competent to come here and do the work.  We 
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aren’t under the illusion that we’re going to find all the skills we need by people who are 
loving to come here and volunteer.  In fact we don’t want that environment.  Part of being 
a feminist business is being in a position to be able to have people do satisfying and 
mission filled work and be fairly compensated at the same time.   

So, have we arrived at the ultimate of feminist compensation system?  No, but we’re 
working at it, we’re learning, we’re figuring out what that is, and we’re evolving as we 
go along.  I would hope that we don’t just compensate like the rest of the world.  We are 
always striving to be a little bit different from the rest of the world. 

KB: One person that I interviewed fairly early in the process--and this was a while back--
referred to the culture as 'living in a nunnery', because it was a very frugal culture.  Can 
you talk about that culture of frugality that has, for a period of time and perhaps not now, 
but has for a period of time been a characteristic of the "Women's Press"?  What has that 
meant for the organization and for the paper and other things? 

KM: We definitely had that culture.  It’s not a 'one day you’re something and the next 
day you’re a culture of something else'.  So I think we still have vestiges of that.  It’s 
been on a continuum--an evolution of that.  Clearly in the beginning out of necessity, 
we’d save the twine that the newspaper came bundled in, and people brought their own 
pencils from home.  

I remember a meeting where we discussed how often we could run the air conditioner.  In 
the summer, we really either had the windows open--all the loud trucks went by and all 
the dust came in--which was pretty icky.  Or, if you shut the window you ran the air 
conditioner, but that cost money.  So I remember a discussion about deciding how much 
and how often we would choose to run that air conditioner.   

We had no computers and then one for a long, long, long time.  We had sheets on the 
wall with schedules of increments of a half-hour, where you could sign up two weeks 
ahead of time to use a computer in half-hour increments.  This is real!  So, yeah…there 
was a culture of frugality.  Everything…every resource counted. 

KB: How does that manifest itself today?  

KM: We actually, a couple years ago at a staff retreat, spent half of the day working on 
prosperity thinking…development.  Because we were all so ingrained in the scarcity kind 
of thinking, that when we finally started to have some money, we needed to not just 
change the financial reality, but change our thinking.  …To realize and start to imagine 
abundance and prosperity.  Its an evolving shift for us to be realizing we have resources 
and be looking at the best way to utilize them.  But first of all to realize we have them.   

It’s been a real shift because far and away most of our history has been scarcity thinking, 
and a scarcity reality.  We would wait for the mail every day to see which bills we’d be 
able to pay and what checks we could send out, or call people we owed back and say, 
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"Okay we will be sending your check today."  I remember Mollie and Glenda going with 
to the printer to negotiate some extended credit terms to be able to keep printing the 
paper, and not knowing if they would be willing to do that or not.   

So from that--not knowing from issue to issue if we could still print--to having resources 
to be able to be able to invest now in something that’s going to pay off down the road, or 
we might not even know if it’s ever going to pay off; to not be paying on loans but 
instead earning some interest on investments…   That’s been a big change for us. 

KB: Are there any residuals that hang around that you just can’t seem to shake? …Of 
frugal thinking?  

KM: Yes, I think it’s a piece of us.  You know, you can’t kind of put your finger on it 
but…  Some of it is smart.  Some of it [involves] things that if they made sense before 
they still made sense--to be smart about how we use resources and not squandering.  
Other parts of it clearly are not smart and don’t reflect a risky enough kind of thinking. 

KB: What I’d like to do now is go to the topic of leadership of the Minnesota Women's 
Press and I’d like to have you think first a little historically if you would.  Falling into the 
term 'leadership' may or may not be a smart thing to do, but what I want you to do is 
think and talk about:  what was leadership in the early days of the Minnesota Women's 
Press? 

KM: What was leadership?  Leadership was clearly Mollie and Glenda [Martin; Co-
founder and co-publisher]; it was embedded in them.  They were the leaders.  In their 
typical way, Mollie was the quiet, steady rock--always there, getting things done, meeting 
deadlines, sensitive to people and how they felt and how they were doing, very practical, 
which was so key for us.  In her own way, Glenda was the energy, the excitement, the 
sort of pizzazz stuff that again was so key to our development.   

They’re two very separate personalities, and I think that’s a feminist business piece.  
They didn’t have to put on a persona that matched each other; they didn’t have to leave 
who they were as people at home to come to the business place.  They could be 
them[selves].  They could offer up their personalities, their own unique styles and skills 
and merge that with leadership of the company.  Clearly that’s a value that’s continued 
here today.  We like to think that we encourage a diversity of styles and approaches--in 
our leadership, in all of our staff.   

A cultural shift we’re working on now…  At this point in time we’re working on a 
leadership transition, where Mollie and Glenda are stepping back even more than they 
have already from day to day leadership of the company.  We are looking at every staff 
person as being a leader and playing a role. We want each person to take ownership and 
responsibility for the culture, for the processes, for how we do what we do, for input to 
decisions.  As well, we are looking at a different group of three.  Where Mollie and 
Glenda and I had been the overall shapers and leaders and decision-makers, we’re 

Minn
es

ota
 W

om
en

's 
Pres

s I
nc

. O
ral

 H
ist

ory
 P

roj
ec

t 

Minn
es

ota
 H

ist
ori

ca
l S

oc
iet

y



 14 

looking for Cynthia and Norma [Olson; systems and production coordinator] and I to take 
that on and move that ahead.  So at the same time we’re saying 'new leadership' and 
we’re thinking about the three of us, we are also thinking about every staff person as 
being a leader.  

KB: What have been, if you can describe, some of the issues that you’ve encountered in 
this transition period that you’re going through.  The transition period’s been going over 
along time, so I don’t mean just the last three or four months.  I mean over a longer 
period of time, as the historic leadership of the organization is stepping back. 

KM: One of the things that maybe is a feminist--I would certainly use feminist as an 
adjective--maybe a piece of who the individuals are as well…  I continue to be so amazed 
and impressed at how two people, who invested so much of their personal selves in this 
endeavor--had built it and developed it and lead it--are able as gracefully as they are to let 
go, and step aside.  They genuinely mean and say and do, "You do this now.  You decide. 
You shape it and don’t think about what we would want, or what we might do, because 
we had our turn and it’s someone else’s turn."  I think that is just a huge leap for someone 
to make and they’re very good at it.   

So, that certainly has been…is something that I think could be an issue in a lot of places--
people saying they’re letting go, but not really wanting to or not really doing it.  I don’t 
see that piece of it here.  It’s been lots of process [discussions] around, "What does new 
leadership mean?  How do we shape that?  What is it in the day to day, or week to week, 
basis?" 

KB: How have you done that?  How have you done those discussions? 

KM: Lots of conversation.  We’re starting off with the recognition that the three of us 
have very different personalities, thinking styles, ways of organizing.  We’re very 
different personalities.  We bring some varying skills to the group, which could sound 
pretty chaotic or pretty disorganized.   

We also look back at Mollie and Glenda and I, and realized that we’re three very 
divergent personalities, very different styles, and the three of us seemed to make it work 
in a way that we could play up the positives of that--of different approaches, different 
ways of thinking.  That’s what we’re hoping to do in a different way with the three of us.  
We’re three different people, but a feminist piece is a willingness to work at that.  …To 
not have to know all the answers up front.  …To be willing to let it evolve, and not to be 
too black and white about anything.  It is very evolutionary.  We talk about how it feels 
as much as what the hard measurable results are.  We’re kind of figuring it out as we go 
along. 

KB: [Pause].  Do you have any way of speculating at this point about what this transition 
might mean for the future of the organization?   
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KM: Yes.  I see some cultural shifts already that kind of reflect the personalities of the 
parties involved--both of who’s stepping back and who’s kind of coming to the lead.  I 
think obviously we’re going to make different choices and we’re going to use different 
processes. 

KB: Can you describe some of those changes you’ve observed already, or is that too hard 
to do? 

KM: One is, we are reviewing our business plan and doing some thinking around 
strategic intentions over the next two to three months.  It’s hard to say what the outcome 
of that will be, but I think a broad-brush statement that’s safe to say would be it will give 
us a different sense of direction.  I don’t think it’s a process they [Mollie and Glenda] 
would have embarked on.  It was much more their style to more let it evolve, than to be 
quite that direct and planful in that way. So that’s certainly a different process and 
probably will have a different end result as well.  It’s an immediate example. 

KB: Anything else on the transition in leadership that you would like to talk about?  Or 
should we move on into values--the next important thing that I'm thinking of asking you 
about? 

KM: The only other--not really a different point but kind of in summary--that I might say 
is, I just would never in a million years imagine the kind of transition, and the way we’re 
doing it, in a traditional business setting.  For two founders to step back and say, "Well, I 
think the three of you are 'it' now.  We’d like you to figure it out.  Figure out what you’re 
going to do, how you’re going to do it, where you’re going to go…and we’d like to hear 
from you in three months."  To be willing to do that open-ended directive, and have the 
organizational tolerance for the sort of processing it takes to get that to evolve…. 

KB: Well, as you look back over the last fifteen years of Minnesota Women's Press, what 
would you say are three or four of the most important, abiding values of Minnesota 
Women's Press?   

KM: Internal values for us. 

KB: Yes, they can be internal, they can be external.  I mean the way they transmit 
themselves, or shape the organization can be both internal and external.  It’s an 
underlying value system. 

KM: We say it so much that it can be a cliché, but I think the phrase, 'honoring women’s 
words, ideas and values' is real.  We’ve done that both out in the world in the products 
and services we have, as well as internally.  We've really known that and valued that in 
an area where there’s not another vehicle for doing that.  So, certainly that’s been a piece 
out in the world.   
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I think internally for staff to know that they are a part of that process--that people hold 
the opportunity to do that as a high value and something that’s greatly needed.  It’s not 
like opening another hamburger stand down the block from some other hamburger stand.  
It’s been valuable for the people who’ve come and gone through our doors as individuals, 
I think, to have been a part of that.   

Related to that is another phrase we use: 'every woman has a story'.  We have wanted to 
give voice to women. I think we have done it internally as well.  It has been valued not 
only in obviously the products and services that we put out there, but internally in how 
we’ve done what we’ve done.  In listening to people--in valuing the person who’s been 
doing data entry and only has worked here for two weeks.  I have an intern who’s here 
and has only been here a couple weeks.  I value some of the research and analysis she’s 
doing for us, leading up to our strategic work.  Clearly some voices are going to be 
speaking from a different level of experience, but we see it [as] different, not as more or 
less valued.  I think that’s been a real positive experience, as well as a real enlightening 
and eye-opening experience for people.   

Another practical application of that, internal in our business operations, has been the 
listening, the tailoring, the working to meet individual needs.  We’ve had people hired to 
come in, to work in the bookstore--Sue [Dahlin; accounting and subscriptions] is the 
example I was thinking of.  The first thing she did here was sell books in the bookstore.  
Now she’s really our payroll and benefits specialist. [laughter] Over time, she and we 
both realized hidden skills, talents she had, interests she had, things she wanted to learn.  
We were able to not fall into the trap of a, "This is your job description.  It's these tasks 
and these only."  We were really willing to adapt and change in terms of, obviously our 
needs, but also her interests and [the] skills someone might have or skills they would like 
to learn.   

I could think of many examples that way--of how we and the organization have 
developed and evolved together to a mutually beneficial situation.  When I came back my 
second time here, my charge was to be sales director.  But over time, I asked enough 
questions and raised enough issues that I ended up getting involved in other things and 
taking on other areas that I had skills in or I was interested in.  It sort of evolved over 
time.  I think that’s been an important value for us.  Valuing the individual and who she 
is;  as well as [recognition that she is] valuable, not just for the organization but the 
people involved as well. 

KB: Does that pretty much cover what you think are the two or three most important 
values? 

KM: Yes.  You know if I could have twenty, I’d certainly tell you more.  But I think 
those would be key, important pieces. 

KB: Can you talk about in what ways the Minnesota Women's Press--from a cultural and 
operational standpoint--is different from other business and how it’s the same? 
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KM:  The 'same' is a very conscious decision we made before the beginning, that we 
would be a for-profit business.  We choose to be a part of a very traditional, hierarchical 
sort of environment.  Part of that was about value, and the different definitions of value--
the statement in our essence that women’s words and ideas have value, and that can 
include monetary value.  So, deciding that an organization of this type would be a for-
profit business was in and of itself, I think, a feminist business statement.   

A lot of our processes over time have evolved.   I think we--in a feminist sort of way--
have been willing to adapt, to learn, to be sensitive to needs and interests. I think we are 
not very different from other businesses, in that we could not go on forever without 
making a profit or we would not exist.  We in a lot of ways are controlled by the financial 
pieces--by the dollars involved.  If finances weren’t an issue, we’d probably have ninety-
eight pages every issue instead of twenty-four or twenty-eight.   We’d do four-color 
[print colors in the body of the newspaper], and we’d do a lot more investigative pieces, 
and we’d be paying people ten times as much as we are now.  But the reality is we’re a 
business and we need to pay attention to those pieces just like any other business would.   

I think we’ve been successful.  I don’t think we’ve arrived in terms of being the ultimate 
feminist business, but we’re learning and evolving and have valued financial viability and 
profitability, but it has not been always our number one concern.  It’s been close to the 
top, because unless we paid attention to that we wouldn’t be here to do the other things.  
But it has not been the number one value--ever I don’t think.  It’s never been the only 
value.  It’s embedded with fulfilling other pieces of our mission.  I think that’s not totally 
unheard of, but a little unusual for a business to not have profit making as the reason for 
being--or at least the most important reason for being.   

We’ve tried to incorporate alternative methods and systems internally as well as 
externally.  It’s like the example of working with the bank who wouldn’t give us a loan 
until we improved our retained earnings.  Retained earnings were really not our ultimate 
goal, but we could do a piece of that if in the end it got us the loan, to buy the equipment, 
to get to a better level of profitability, so that we were more in charge of that.  Or to be 
able to sell more ads, to print more pages, to get more story ideas out to people.   

I don’t think business is an evil thing that we have to distance ourselves from.  If we 
didn’t operate in a business like manner, I’d be very disappointed.  But if we operated 
like every other business out in the world, I would be probably more disappointed!  
[laughter]  So, I think we’ve been careful and relatively smart, and learning all the time 
about how to do that balancing act. 

KB: What else would you like to say about the whole concept of feminist business?  
You’ve been leading up to it with a lot of different conversations, and obviously being a 
feminist business has been an important part of this.  Have you, over the course the last 
hour said enough about that?  Or do you want to make some summary comments on that? 
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KM: Well, as you know, feminist business is something we’ve done a lot thinking about 
in the last year.  Because of the nature of feminism, more than the nature of business, we 
don’t have a definitive description of what that is.  So it’s hard to make a final statement 
about it.  I would hope that feminist business is so much a piece of what we’re about that 
we’re not able to say, "Oh, see this one department here, or this one system.  This is the 
feminist part."  But [rather] that it’s distilled in lots of the things we do.   

I do think it’s a critical piece to hold as we transition leadership and as we make new 
plans for the future and take new steps--that we hang on to both of those pieces.  That we 
stay a strong and viable business and retain and grow the feminist piece of how we go 
about that.  I think it is critically important for us.  Not just produce feminist products and 
services, but to be about that process in a way that is equally as different as our products 
and services.  I think that’s a critical, critical piece for us to retain and grow and develop 
as we move ahead. 

KB:  We’re winding down here, and I wonder if you could talk a little bit about the 
impact of the Minnesota Women's Press.  I invite you to think about that both broadly 
and narrowly--broadly in what do you think has been the impact of the Minnesota 
Women's Press on the larger community of women, of journalists, however you’d like to 
view that broader issue?  Then also think about it narrowly.  What has been the impact on 
you personally? 

KM: Oh, boy.  It’s hard to define cause and effect sometimes, but certainly it’s nice to 
know that it’s not as shocking to people to hear our name as it was in the beginning.  It’s 
not as scary of a thing and as an amazing of a thing to think that there’d be a publication 
that was all about women--that was just beyond some people’s imagination.  There is not 
nearly as much of that. I don’t know that we can totally take credit for that.  There have 
been all kinds of things in the culture to make that shift.  But I’d like to think that locally 
we’ve been a piece of that…that we’ve been a part of that kind of shift.   

I think we’ve impacted…  There are so many ways.  I think one important thing we do is 
an issue we just had come out a couple weeks ago as our annual newsmaker's issue of the 
newspaper.  We choose to recognize women who have somehow made an impact in the 
previous year.  What amazing stories…  If you read in this issue or go back over previous 
years, the women we have chosen to highlight may have been in the news in other news 
media over the year, and they are just as like to not have been.  They may be names that 
are not familiar to people, or faces they’ve not seen on television news or daily 
newspapers.  I think we’ve played an important role in being able to give visibility to all 
kinds of women who would not be considered newsworthy by the mass media, for the 
benefit of the readers and those women in organizations themselves.  Along the way what 
I hope we’ve done is shape the idea of what journalism is, in terms of what it covers and 
how it does it.  

Another way we’ve impacted that particular arena I think is in our annual media 
survey…where we do a study for a month each year of women’s names, women’s 
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bylines, women’s photos in the news media--in the two daily papers.  We publicize the 
results of that, and we know from people inside the organization of those two daily 
papers, it’s made an impact internally on how they do what they do.  So I think we’ve 
made an impact there.   

I like to think in the stories we write--again about these newsworthy women and women 
who might not be newsworthy by traditional definition--that by telling their stories, other 
women see themselves in those stories and have been impacted.  I think the bottom line 
for me in terms of impact, the big impact is from the little pieces.  It’s from the individual 
stories we’ve told that have impacted the people who’ve read them, the people that have 
been written about, and the stories and experiences of women that we have all worked 
with and lived with so to speak, in this work place over the years.  The kind of learning 
and growth and relationships and friendships that have happened along the way to 
produce the products and services that we have, have been life impacting for many 
people.  Hopefully they create ripples that go out in all kinds of directions from the 
experiences we’ve all had here.   

So I think the impact is far reaching in terms of things like Cynthia’s trip to Iceland and 
participation in the democracy conference there.  …In terms of the woman who was an 
African refugee and we were a piece of visibility for her in terms of issue raising and 
fundraising, for her to be able to get the rest of her family here.  …To the everyday 
occurrences, the relationships, the situations, the growing and developing that we do in 
this work place on an ongoing basis.  The people who come here and stay for a long time 
and the people who become interns, who come maybe for a month and hopefully are 
impacted and take a piece of that out there with them. 

KB: That’s great.  Why do you think Minnesota Women's Press has been successful in a 
place such as Minnesota?  Since it is one of the few surviving women’s presses, why do 
you think it’s worked here and perhaps not elsewhere? 

KM: As much as we feel like women’s issues and value of women has a long ways to go, 
it could be worse.  I think Minnesota is probably a more progressive place than many--a 
place that could be accepting and encouraging and receiving of the kind of publication 
we’re choosing to develop.  Most of the other kind of women’s magazine or newspaper 
formats that are still out there--not all but most--are more of a fashion, more of a look and 
appearance kind of content.  We have tried and I think been successful about being more 
of an idea driven publication.  We happen to have a more--not enough--but more liberal 
leaning environment than say, other states in the country.  We are more accepting of that.   

And the reality is that financial piece.  A business environment and climate with clientele 
living in this state who are supportive and interested.  They weren’t all the business who 
were afraid of what we’re about, and what that might say to potential customers that they 
would never consider participating in terms of advertising.  So it needed both pieces--
both a readership that was interested and accepting and excited, and the business piece.  
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They go hand in hand in being able to obtain and develop and grow a base of clients who 
saw this not as chancy and scary but as a wonderful opportunity for them.   

I think one other piece is having a major metropolitan area--because you need a mass of 
both readers and advertisers.  You need enough critical mass or numbers of readers that 
you can charge a reasonable amount for your ads, but you need advertisers whose need 
matches that demographic area.  There was a paper in Michigan that was really well 
done, but what seemed to be the key for them is they had statewide circulation in order to 
get enough numbers.  Most of their advertisers did not need or want to buy a statewide 
market.  So even geography kind of worked in our favor.   

KB: Thanks so much.   
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