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I think right up front I have to describe myself as the quintessential journalism outsider. Looking back at the previous Creason lecturers, it seems that I am the first freelancer to be given this honor.  But for our purposes today, I see my independent status as no handicap – in fact my position in the industry as an independent journalist has allowed me a unique perspective on it:  I have worked with various media outlets and writers, each with an individual style and quality.  Being a freelancer also means that I am unburdened by any long-term attachment to one media format or outlet.  I am sure that my opinions on the media’s future have grown directly out of that independent experience.

Building from that experience, tonight I’m going to talk about the things that could change in the media, ensuring that it more accurately reflects the realities of todays’ – and tomorrows’ - world.

Overall, I see two phenomena happening simultaneously. For the purposes of looking forward in the world of journalism it is critical that these two phenomena be considered in relation to each other.

First – and this is no news flash - The Media is in Transition.  

In a dramatically changing market of insecure revenue streams, an uncomfortable shift to the web and industry-wide belt-tightening – media today is trying to find its feet on sandy ground.  And when I talk about ‘media’ I mean all of us who do journalism as a job – whether it’s print, radio, tv or the web.  For this talk tonight I will basically be using the worlds journalism and ‘media’ basically interchangeably.
Second: Humanity’s perception of itself, and its own power is in Transition.  Humanity now recognizes the impact we have on each other and on the planet.  We are aware of our interconnectedness as never before.  Meanwhile, technology is revolutionizing how we communicate, what we can do, and how the generations that follow us will relate to each other.  And it’s all changing very quickly.

Journalism must attempt to recreate itself - from a print to a web based existence.  It must rise out of the ashes of the “old media” like a phoenix.  To do this successfully, journalism must reflect the dramatic changes in our human understanding and capacity that are currently driving this world.

Youth, Usage & Trust:

I’m going to spend a few minutes going over some data about the web, how youth uses technology and the issue of the public’s trust - or lack there of - in the media.

Youth & Usage:

Youth.  Yes, youth, often derided by us old fogies as video-game playing slackers who aren’t interested in ‘newspapers’.

Since teen technology usage patterns will determine the future regarding media and the web - how it is designed, how it is successfully used and financially sustained – I decided to do some digging for data about youth usage habits and their feelings about the media.

A research project conducted in 2006 for SULAKE
 – an online community entertainment and media company based in Finland – polled 42,000 teenagers in 22 countries.  The poll was revealing about this age demographic considers ‘the media’.  89% of respondents report that for them, “the internet is the most used media”.  54% thought magazines were important.  And 40% thought newspapers were important. Worth noting, however, is that by the time these teenagers reached 22 years old newspapers had surpassed magazines as “important”.

Yahoo and OMD commissioned a global two-part market research study on youth.  The Report
 called, “Truly – Madly – Deeply: Global Youth, Media and Technology” was conducted in 2005. The researchers call the 15-18 year olds that they studied the “MY Media Generation”.  This nick-name for me connotes the proprietary attitude that individuals of this generation have towards the media.  The report summarizes the group’s three demands in their technology and media usage: Community, Personalization & Self-Expression.  The research declares that youth are “individual but connected with each other locally and globally.”

And in fact it seems that the internet itself is how and why they feel connected.  62% of respondents in Mexico and India said that they had friends in different cities and countries because of the internet.  In China 55% said that. In the US – interestingly enough - only 33% of respondents said that they felt they had friends in other cities and countries because of the internet. 

The report goes on to articulate something about youth internet usage that I think is profoundly important:  “for many [youth the sense of connectedness to others via the web] helps foster a sense of global community”.

This statement is one of the most important I came across and I will come back to it later.

A story in the Washington Post
 in March illustrates how people are using the internet to connect with a broader community.  The story profiles a young woman in the UK who contracts, through a website, to have a ‘puja’ – an offering made in her name – placed at a her favorite temple in India.  The story also tells of cyber-worshipers, “Hindus sitting in Europe and the US watching live streamed video of morning prayers in temples from their home towns.  Sikhs listen to pod-casts of prayers from Kashmir.  Muslims downloading schedules for prayer times and recordings of sung verses from the Koran.”  This is a significant example of how individuals around the world are using the web to develop a sense of community with a group of people they are physically remote from.

I would not have imagined twenty years ago that this kind of community and commerce would have been happening via an ephemeral connection called ‘the web’.  It is truly amazing.

Trust:

Ok, so now we know that at least people under 22 are adamant users of the internet and new communications technology.  So, who do they turn to to tell them about the world around them?

Polling 15,000 US high school students the Poynter Institute
 found that 51% of them say that they “plugged into mainstream news on the internet” at least weekly.  Eleven percent say they consume news daily on the internet.  Note, not blogs, or chat rooms, but “mainstream news”.  

This same research found that, “Most American high school students find TV and newspapers to be the most accurate news sources.  They don’t trust the accuracy of weblogs.”

Research is also showing that globally there is a strong demand for the news. A “Trust in the Media” research poll conducted for the BBC, Reuters and the Media Center in 2006 polled 10,230 adults in ten countries [UK, US, Brazil, Egypt, Germany, India, Indonesia, Nigeria, Russia & South Korea].  

72% of respondents across all countries and ages report that they “follow the news closely every day”.  If you isolate the 18-24 age range an impressive 67% say they “follow the news closely every day”.  Interestingly enough, however, there is still some sense of un-ease on the web, as 77% of people prefer “to check several news sources instead of relying on just one, especially internet users”.

Just in case you haven’t caught on to my point yet that ‘youth’ are not the problem in the media’s shifting landscape: The State of the News Media report says – “young people sought out news online in the same percentages as older people”.  Again, people of all ages, youth too, are out there on the web looking for good content that they can trust. The question is, are we meeting their needs and expectations?

We know that public trust in the media – at least in the US - has been in decline since the days of Watergate. The 2006 “State of the News Media” reports - and this is research about America only – reports that since the early 1980’s “the public has come to view the news media as less professional, less accurate, less caring, less moral and more likely to cover up rather than correct mistakes.”  In the “Trust of the Media”, the international BBC/Reuters poll, globally, more people trust the media than their government, particularly in the developing world.  Only in the US and the UK does the public trust the government more than the media.  

In addition, a large majority – 68% - of people in the US  “continued to say in 2006 that they prefer getting news from sources that don’t have a particular point of view, and that number did not changed from two years earlier.”  23% wanted to get the news from a source that shared their point of view.

I think those numbers are very heartening.  People really do want information, not agenda driven news or ‘info-tainment’.  My guess is that the public finds trying to discern what is really going on exhausting, and that many have just given up as most main stream media have cut budgets and content quality has dropped.

B.  Money & the Model:

I turned up some interesting nuggets regarding media and the business model.

Financial & Editorial Pressure:

In the “What Journalists are Worried About” section of the 2006 State of the News Media Report journalists report that the cuts made in news organizations now have reached the point where they are inhibiting reporting.  66% of journalists nationally think that, “increased bottom line pressure is seriously hurting the quality of news coverage.” That is up dramatically from five years ago, the last time the poll was done.

In the same section of the report, journalists also indicate that the independence of the newsroom “about editorial decision-making is increasingly being breached.” And website journalists report high levels of advertiser and corporate interference.  Additionally corporations are beginning to gloat about having been able to quietly sponsor bloggers – guaranteeing a positive review of their product or support for their position.  

This is a particularly sticky wicket – as we venture to invite the public into our content, how do we ensure that we’re getting Jo-Q Public and not corporate paid blogger, or political web site motivated blast campaign? The very ‘chic’ topic these days of how to incorporate the public into our media content is a complicated one.  There is certainly a place for Wiki-news, but I believe that journalism exercising a voice of authority will remain as the gold standard for information.  Not every citizen is a ‘journalist’ just as not every citizen is a ‘doctor’.  There is value in experience and training in the field, and that ground should not be surrendered.

In doing the footwork for this speech I came across three quotations about the business of journalism that I wanted to share with you:

1) From the sunny side of the State of the Media report: “A study based on research conducted by the University of Missouri’s School of Journalism, found that when newspapers increased spending on newsrooms, their profits went up.  And cutting could be shown to do the reverse.” The report found that news quality affects the profit of a newspaper more than spending on advertising, circulation or any other part of the business.  

2) “You can’t cut your way to success” to paraphrase Los Angeles Times publisher Jeff Johnson before being fired last year as he resisted the Tribune Company’s call for yet another round cuts at the paper.

3) Donald Graham, owner of the Washington Post says, “Anyone looking for quarterly returns should not invest in Washington Post stock.” Graham is in a unique position at the Post – but as the ground shifts under the media world – it is high time to think about the ownership models in journalism and which kinds are appropriate and successful.  Which kinds are capable of delivering – via the web - high quality information in a rich and delightful manner to the consumer? 

Journalism will move entirely to the web.  The challenge is to overcome our fear in the face of financial instability and the reality that no one has quite yet figured out how exactly to replace the old revenue streams in this new format.  
And on this front, I can hardly pass up the opportunity to mention Sam Zell’s purchase and restructuring of the Tribune Co.  Zell is arguably the first person - clearly profit motivated - who has been willing to throw his hat in with the old media, betting that they will find their inner PHOENIX and come out of this transition profitably.  The Employee Stock Ownership Plan and noises he made last week about requiring news aggregators (like Google and Yahoo) to pay for the content they access makes it look like he has some ideas.
  It will be very interesting to watch his thinking unfold.

So, here’s the problem in the media as I see it:

The financial ground under the media landscape has been shifting….

Causing corporate ownership to put their media holdings under tremendous financial pressure….

Revenue streams are insecure…

Costs are being aggressively cut…

And that is affecting quality.

Lower quality content is turning off the consumers, frustrating them and diminishing their faith in the media…

Which is causing more anxiety in the industry.

And THEN let’s go back to the beginning - there’s this new platform – the big bad web - that nobody’s really figured out how to use well or make money from…

Is that right? Is that where we are??

Here’s the bottom line - Quality journalism takes time. Time costs money.  Doing this job right is important.  The cheaper and more on the fly we do it, the more the content and quality suffers, and our readers know it, and then they dump us in frustration.  THEN we have a REAL problem.  Because we’re not just juggling the transition to a new media – the web – we’re struggling to remain valid in a world that we’ve already excluded ourselves from by lowering our quality standards and hence, proving to our consumers that we weren’t worthy of their trust. 

There is some very bad news for all of us as we go through this transition:

There are issues of public trust in the media.  The public feels some un-ease, or lack of confidence in the media – particularly on the web.

The business model of most mainstream journalism outlets is highly compromised. It is possible that the corporate structure that has functioned lucratively for the last generation is not going to make the cut in the next.

There are a growing number of reports from working journalists that the sacredness of the newsroom’s editorial decision-making is increasingly being encroached upon by corporate and advertising interests…

Generally, the quality of journalism has dropped.  Once quality has dropped and a reader’s trust has declined or been lost – can it be regained?  Certainly, not easily.

These are major industry problems. No doubt about it.

BUT: there is also good news! 

The public still largely believes it is important to be informed. They are trying to inform themselves. 

They are still consuming news in large percentages - no matter what their age - and that consumption has shifted to the web.

People – globally - still want news that is credible and apolitical. 

Youth all over the world find the internet practically indispensable and they recognize - at least by the time they are 22 - the importance of the content that a newspaper provides. 

Youth’s habit of going to the web for their news will not change as they grow older – it is not a phase they will grow out of - the web is certainly the future of media.  At least we have that as a certainty.

The rising generations have preferences about how they use the web – they like to customize it, they like to be able to express themselves through it and they want it to provide them with a sense of community. 

And that, to me, is the most important information of all: that most teenagers who use the internet feel it fosters a sense of global community.  

This is tremendously good news.  Teens are not isolating themselves, they are connecting with their world in a new way.  

But, SOMETHING ISN’T QUITE CLICKING FOR THE PUBLIC YET.  There is still a gap between how media is being presented on the web and what the internet-using public is searching for.  And we’ll come back to that a little later.

So, enough on how the media landscape has changed and those problems.  

Let’s look at the environment in which we practice journalism.  We can all think of thousands of ways the world has changed since the advent of the printing press.  I’m going to focus on just one: humanity’s perception and awareness of itself.

The world has become an increasingly tiny place. Today we have an acute awareness of our impact on the global community that was either impossible to know, or easier to ignore a hundred years ago.  Today we can pull a thread, any given decision on any given day – whether it’s the footwear we choose to buy or the way we get to work – and we can pull that thread and understand the global systemic consequences of that decision.  

The US public’s recent shift in its thinking about global warming – typically late to the game – is bringing us more in line with where many people in the world have been for at least a decade.  And the issue of global warming is certainly one of the clearest examples of how we are inter-connected and inter-dependent.  To me it seems that this global human consciousness of ourselves is rising exponentially.

The fact is we are a large number of people on a small planet with limited resources.  That’s not a new thought – but it’s truer every day – and makes its presence felt in issues like global warming. Humanity will increasingly either fight over those limited resources, or recognize that for its own survival we have to negotiate access to what we must consume (food and water) as well as what we want to consume (energy sources).  

These are huge global challenges that no one person or country will be able to solve alone.  I believe the media has a tremendously important role to play in facilitating the communication required to solve them.  Right now we are not doing it – not even remotely.

III.  THE SOLUTIONS -
No one person has ‘THE ANSWER’ regarding what the future of media online will look like.  It will certainly take boldness, braveness and some dramatic mistakes before a successful model of the ‘future’ in media will be revealed.

Human beings increasingly see themselves as part of a global community.  And they will be going to the web in larger and larger numbers to find information.  Journalism MUST shift to reflect these realities.

So, here is my humble four-step recommendation, encouraging journalism to utilize these two important transitions in order to ensure we ride these waves rather than get drowned by them.

I.  Revisit the Business Model

Journalism is different – it’s not selling widgets, or getting something from point a to point b.  To fulfill its public service duty journalism and journalists must join the public in insisting on the highest level of content quality.

“Yes, but committing good journalism takes money” – say those in the room with the experience to know… And quite right you are.  It absolutely does.  It takes quite a lot of time and a lot of money.  So, the media’s corporate structure and business plan needs to be reconsidered.  It is possible that the breakdown of some of the larger corporate holdings we’ve seen recently is a positive thing for the health of the media overall.  

From what I understand Bloomberg News is one of few places that’s hiring right now.  Why?  Because they have money.  They have money because they have a highly successful revenue stream – in financial software - that is separate from their news business.  And that successful revenue stream uses their news business to stay strong…so, it’s unlikely they would cut or close it.  

Bloomberg is just one example of a media organization that has developed a different business model.  For sure, there is more than one way to skin this cat.

My guess is that the survivors of the media’s overhaul - the ones who in 2020 will be providing gratifying, eloquent and powerful content to a broad demographic of consumers - will be those outlets in private hands, foundations or trusts.

Why?  Because those structures serve to protect the news-room from shareholder and editorial pressure and are willing to spend the extra time – and hence money – to do things right.  To do stories well.

Remember the quote about those newspapers who put more money into their newsrooms saw a higher return?  There is an inherent contradiction in the media between deeply supported, quality journalism and public shareholders.  That is just a reality.

II.  High Quality Content:

Doing stories well means to explore and respect the many different ways people can look at or solve a certain problem – or story.  Tying the threads together.  Ferreting out and appealingly presenting stories that explain and illuminate our inter-connectedness is the key.  

For example:  We all need water to survive – do you know where your drinking water will come from in twenty years?  Which communities around the world are already struggling with finding safe drinking water?  What should we be investing in collectively – as humanity – to ensure that we, even in our own generation, continue to have water to drink.  And simultaneously, as we answer that question, we should be considering ‘how do we use that technology or strategy to deliver fresh water to those who don’t have it today?’  What we engineer for ourselves, for our survival and health, all humanity should share in.  That is our insurance policy for the future.  And the way journalism covers stories like this can steer the public towards that kind of thinking.

There are dozens of issues that fit this bill, what I call ‘Trans-National Issues’.  From illegal drug trafficking to the spread of disease – they are issues no one government controls, and that we in journalism are failing to comprehensively cover in a way that informs and ignites action in the global public.

There is a huge audience out there either already - or about to - get plugged into the web  - and all of them are curious about their world and want to understand how a decision made buying a pair of shoes in New Delhi can impact the environment in Brazil and labor issues in China.  But it’s not only about how we impact others.  It’s really about understanding how our impact on others comes back to affect us. Every thread we pull connects back to where we live.

As journalists, we have two tools we’re not using well.  First, we now have the knowledge and capacity to peel back the layers around these kind of complex questions and lay them out for the public.  In addition to that we also have a new outlet – the web – that provides limitless space for content AND can reach a vast human audience.

If we presume now that we know what “quality content” is then I think there’s still another element of how media coverage happens that needs to be addressed, and that is PERSPECTIVE.

III. Perspective:

This thought on perspective has two parts:  The first part is about a media outlet developing a “global perspective” – and I don’t mean like the quips we get today on most television channels.  This is a dramatic institutional change.

The second aspect of perspective that I’m talking about is personal to each journalist – it pertains to journalists learning about themselves, coming to know their blind spots and prejudices.

Regarding the institutional part – the time has come for us to re-consider, re-vamp if you will, our perspective to adjust to the realities of the world we now inhabit. 

What do I mean?

Because individuals are more aware of  how humanity is globally interconnected, journalism should aspire to reflect that shift in thinking. 

Remember that stat about how youth around the world said that they feel the web “fosters their sense of global community”? – We need to be incorporating that thinking into our institutional perspective.

My hunch is that internet users – and youth particularly – are checking different outlets against each other - cobbling together their information from a variety of sources and outlets - because they don’t find the perspective taken by any one media outlet reflects the way they see the world. They seem to be looking, looking, looking, and not finding…

They feel they are part of a global community, but the media isn’t reflecting that.  The media is moving in the opposite direction, highlighting local and national perspectives. The public seems to be trying to ‘build’ a global perspective by aggregating the media that exists.  

But is a “global perspective” merely an aggregation of a fist-full of national and political perspectives?  I don’t think so.  

So, how do you do it? What is a ‘global voice’ or a ‘global perspective’?

I sometimes think that to accomplish this new perspective every single journalist – and corporate exec – would need to be launched into orbit and coached to look back on planet earth while they are told, “Look, look at that planet spinning in space – all the people and natural systems are interconnected and impacting each other – report from here.  Report from this place in your mind.”  I wonder if then we would realize how small our thinking has been?
Journalism must create content from this perspective – rising above ideologies, national identities and politics and assuming a perspective that is beyond the national, that is SUPRA-NATIONAL, if you will. If we, the media, generate content that is independent and powerful, giving voice to a global sentiment of inter-connectedness, it will gain credibility. 
I’m cool with ‘hyper-local’, ‘citizen-journalism’ and ‘community journalism’ and all the ‘new types’ of journalism that are cropping up in industry-speak these days.  As we are exploring how to inform the public on the web there is a desire to further incorporate them into the content that we generate.  I support these trends in the field because they all underscore ‘good journalistic values’ and encourage what I view as just good old basic reporting skills. However, I think something beyond that kind of journalism is required. If you get your nose too close to the grindstone, too local, you can miss the big picture.  

I think this is the time for grappling with the big picture.  This is the time for a Supra-National journalism that recognizes our identity as global citizens as much – or more - than our national identity.  It remarks discreet national interests and sees that often humanity would be best served by deferring or denying a national interest in favor of a collective human interest.

A way I like to jump start thinking on this issue is to pull out the description of journalism as a “public trust”.  Take a moment and consider in your mind – WHO is the public?

Is it the local community? Is it the region? Is it the country? Or is it an even broader human “public”?  Everyone, from the rural village to the high-rises of our ‘mega-cities’ need good, strong, journalism that challenges the communities and the structures that embrace and support them.  We are all ONE public now, and journalism would serve itself and that public if it began to shift it’s own thinking.  I think that we as journalists need to turn over a new leaf, so that when we say “public trust” we mean everyone.

So that’s the institutional perspective shift.  Now, the more personal – the individual journalist’s perspective shift.

The most important thing that we as journalists need to do, learn to do -  or maybe admit that we cannot do and go get a job as a widget salesman – is to recognize our own individual perspective.  To know our own ‘narrative’, the story we tell ourselves of our own history.  Our history as a family, as part of a group, as part of a nation.  Doing that, we will begin to see our own ‘perspective’ – understand our biases and hopes, our value structures, blind spots and the things that are hardest for us to face.

I’m not suggesting that we lay these intimacies about ourselves out for the reader – but we have a responsibility to maintain an awareness of our own ‘construct’ - our own narrative – so that when we go out to report  - no matter what the story – we can get to a ‘neutral’ space about it before we begin the reporting.

OUR narrative has a very limited place in our job as journalists.  Our job is listening to, understanding, questioning, challenging, then distilling and turning around to tell the public SOMEONE ELSE’S NARRATIVE.  We should not muddy it with our own.

We can think of our own personal narrative like a suit.  When we go out to report and start listening to people, grab that big old zipper on the front and unzip it – step out of your own narrative for the time that you are collecting information – sporadically put it back on to check in with yourself - and what I call my “healthy skepticism” - and then step out of it again.  

Walk a mile in another man’s shoes - What is it like to be a member of that community?  Or take that position that we think is nuts.  That is reporting.  Granting respect to the narrative that another person - another community - carries in their heads and hearts, applying some common sense skepticism, and then turning around and explaining it to others.  That is journalism.  

I think that we as individuals shy from stepping out of our own narrative, because too often we are afraid – afraid we will lose our values and belief structures if we do so – or that they will be challenged in a way we aren’t comfortable with or cannot handle.

No one can decide to change your values but you.  Don’t be afraid.  Journalism has never been a job for the meek or timid.  To do what we do well takes personal and professional courage – and it is time to enlist every last drop of it to make this dramatic transition in perspective.

I think generally, we as journalists fail to set our narrative aside far too often.  I see it particularly when I’m reading about Iraq – a story I have a lot of experience with.   So much reporting is done from our single perspective, from our American narrative voice.  And as a result, America has been poorly served by the disrespect we as journalists have shown for the ‘Iraqi narrative.’  Many pieces I’ve read don’t even acknowledge that there is one. America isn’t making history alone in the Middle East - there’s another narrative there – at least one - and understanding it is essential to covering the story. 

So, just to close on this topic of perspective - 

If we could have media outlets that were functioning with those two different kinds of perspective – the institutional and the personal - as beacons…  If we could generate content from this ‘Supra-National’ perspective – of being in orbit and looking back at earth with all it’s intertwined systems and human actions and consequences… and tie all those up together… and then put that on the web in a media-rich way so that everyone in the world could access it – 

Well, I think you would have won yourself a global audience.  

There are a pile of issues every human being has an interest in – they just haven’t been covered in a way that everyone can connect to – and the web makes that possible.  But we have to make this shift in perspective first.

IV. Embracing Technology

There’s one last element of this transition that we need to address, and that is the complete embrace of new technology and the web.

We are just now learning how much is possible on the web.  We must allow its strengths to emerge rather than think we’ve met our multi-media-using public’s needs by starting a website with a banner and everything that was in today’s paper on the web….with maybe an extra photo essay.  

It ain’t enough guys!  

I was one of the judges of the multi-media aspect of the Pictures of the Year contest at the University of Missouri in March and there is some very forward-looking cool work out there, but it can go a lot further.  And sadly, most of what is out there just ain’t cuttin’ it.

Why do we have to embrace it? 

Because the WEB is this FANTASTIC new tool - which is grossly underutilized as a story telling device within the mainstream media AND we have a generation that is completely addicted to using it – so we MUST shift our thinking.  It will make everything I’ve talked about so far possible.  Rather than pushing ‘old media’ content, print and video, onto this new media format, why not allow it to organically emerge?  The web can support journalism using a mix of media to tell stories, adding layers of texture and information while allowing the users to PERSONALIZE their experience AND CONNECT to a global community at the same time.  Just what they are indicating that they want.

So, drawing this to a close - 

For journalism to come out the other side of this painful transition – for it to be a PHOENIX rather than a pile of ashes –  some major changes are required.  We must embrace the web wholeheartedly and use it’s great capacities to deliver content that reflects the shift in the way the public sees itself in relation to the world around it.  Let journalism created from this Supra-National perspective, putting human interest above national interest, be the thing that connects people and breeds mutual respect.  

We are in an evocative and provocative time when change is upon us, and I believe that particularly, we as journalists have more capacity to define that future than we ever have before.  But to steer humanity towards mutual cooperation and away from nationalistic conflict, will require leadership.  A kind of leadership that has been missing in journalism.  It is up to us to lead the way in expressing the voice of a ‘global human perspective’.  I don’t think that we as an industry have ever faced a challenge of this magnitude before, but the convergence of forces and transitions have put us there.   

I suggest that rather than drop the ball, we step up to the plate and lead the way into this new human era.
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