Cleveland hyperlocal news battle intensifies as Axios expands and Signal Cleveland champions community funding
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Competition among hyperlocal news publishers in Cleveland is sharpening as Axios Local pushes deeper into the market and nonprofit Signal Cleveland continues to build a community-funded alternative. The contrast underscores a wider question facing local digital journalism: whether scale, automation and national backers can make a broad-based local news model pay, or whether leaner, community-rooted operations have the stronger long-term footing.
A Media Operator recently examined Axios Local’s finances and concluded that the project remains unprofitable five years on, even though its earliest markets have moved into the black. According to that analysis, the company has struggled to turn its local audience into enough neighbourhood-level ad revenue, despite building a sizeable editorial operation and expanding quickly across the US. Ad Age reported last year that Axios Local brought in $7.5 million in 2023 while operating in 24 cities, but growth had already begun to slow as returns fell short of expectations.
That slowdown has not stopped Axios from pressing on, but it has changed the pace. Adweek reported that the company paused its rapid rollout after reaching its 30th market in San Diego, choosing to concentrate on existing newsrooms before adding more. In January 2025, Axios announced a partnership with OpenAI aimed at widening its footprint to 43 markets, including cities that may have only one reporter. The company said the deal would help streamline routine work and free journalists to focus on reporting, while enabling coverage in smaller metro areas that are often underserved.
Signal Cleveland offers a different model altogether. The nonprofit newsroom says it is funded mostly by philanthropy, with the rest coming from individual donors, and it operates with a staff of 14. It is part of Signal Ohio, which also includes smaller teams in Akron and at the Columbus Statehouse and is set to expand later this year into Cincinnati. According to Signal Cleveland’s own materials, its mission is to provide residents with reliable local coverage on public affairs, the economy, schools, health and safety.
In Cleveland, the comparison is especially pointed. The Axios operation has two reporters in the city, while Signal Cleveland is trying to embed itself more deeply in civic life through a donor-supported model. The commercial challenge for Axios remains the same as for many digital local publishers: national advertising can help, but the harder prize is persuading nearby businesses to spend locally. As one media operator put it, that often depends less on software than on relationships, trust and sales people who are part of the community they are trying to serve.
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