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Foreword
MAY YOU LIVE IN INTERESTING TIMES.
– THE CHINESE CURSE

To Hell In A Handbasket
There are a lot of things that can be said about 2016 – not all of them in front of
children. But as a year for studying media and politics, it has been both exciting and
instructive.
In Britain, the process ahead of the Referendum on whether the UK should leave the
European Union has been toxic and divisive, with the 'Leave' campaign criticised as
'criminally irresponsible1'.
In the US, the presidential campaign of TV personality and self proclaimed
billionaire Donald Trump has been setting new standards in populism, hate speech,
and outright lies in a president campaign.
In the Middle East, a small band of brutal insurgents has for years been playing
traditional and social media to run its recruitment in Europe, to influence and
polarise policy and agendas worldwide, to have acts of terror attributed to them, and
even to seize the power of definition for an entire world religion – effectively making
a friendly neighbourhood greengrocer appear frightening to all too many otherwise
good people.
a) Is the world completely changed?
b) Is it the fault of the media?
c) Will democracy suffer because of all the media changes?
d) Or is the world just like it’s always been, it’s just that changes in our use of media
has made everything seem more vivid?
There are probably no easy, agreed answers to the questions a), b), or d), and even if,
it might not necessarily be easy to do anything about it.
But, if the answer to question c) should happen to be: 'Yes, democracy may suffer
because of changes in media', this paper attempts to outline some suggestions for
relatively simple changes in how things are done in newsrooms that may counteract
this.

http://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/home-news/brexit-eu-referendum-michael-douganleave-campaign-latest-a7115316.html
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Executive Summary
The media are considered to serve several functions in democracy. TV, radio,
newspapers, and online media have been providing society with a common
foundation, ensuring the flow of information, offering an arena for debate – and a
handful of other functions vital to democracy.
Changes in media and media use are changing the game. In particular, the rise of the
so-called attention economy brought on by online media and social media impacts the
ways traditional media can perform their democratic functions, and parts of society
are decoupling from the old news media. The younger half of the population is
abandoning traditional news faster, but there are changes across the board.
Research interviews suggest that the new media environment in some ways actually
is improving opportunities for a well-functioning democracy, but that traditional
media have developed some dysfunctional and outdated practices, and should adapt
to be able to benefit democracy.
This research paper puts forward a set of relatively simple adjustments that can be
done in newsrooms to help editorial media serve democracy better in the new media
ecosystem, based on interviews with 18 leading figures in media and academia:
Attention comes to those who understand social media
Access is gained by understanding and accepting how the new ecosystem works
Listening before talking will keep you connected
Listening to, and responding to, the public's concerns makes it possible to connect,
and will increase content relevance and quality
If content refuses to go through the editor, the editor must come to the content
Pointing out falsehoods is valuable, as no central bodies are policing the internet
Offering overview gives editorial influence
Providing better overview can help the public sort and understand issues
Avoiding common traps makes everything better
Staying clear of pitfalls and dysfunctional practices can improve the entire ecosystem
Journalism is of little value until people actually get it
Making issues comprehensible, relevant, and engaging to normal people is even
more important when content discovery happens in a single arena alongside more
entertaining alternatives
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I How can media’s democratic
functions best be served in the future?
Media's functions in democracy
A well-functioning democracy is dependent on the people and their government
being able to see and hear each other. Both need to know what is going on – and
whether something should be done about it.
Though it may feel so for a Scandinavian, democracy is far from being a given:
Turning off the lights in society and seizing power is easier than it should have been.
My research has been done alongside fellow journalists from countries like Israel,
Turkey, China, Syria, Afghanistan… Flawed democracies, nations slipping into
dictatorship, and full-scale authoritarian regimes.
The health of a democracy relies on several factors. A number of them are trusted to
the media, as described by J Strömbäck:
Providing citizens with the information they need in order to be free and
self-governing, the government with the information it needs in order to
make decisions in the common interest sensitive to public sentiments, an
arena for public discussion, and by acting as a watchdog against abuse of
power in politics and other parts of society.2

Historically this has primarily been handled by news organisations and journalists.
In our day, it is arguably possible for bodies and infrastructures that aren’t
journalistic publications to fulfil several democratic functions. The term media is used
here to describe this device between people, the world, and their government.

J. Strömbäck, 'In Search of a Standard: four models of democracy and their normative
implications for journalism', Journalism Studies, 6:3, p. 331-345, 2005
2
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List of roles
Based on Professor of Journalism Michael Schudson3, we can say that democracy
needs media to:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Secure the flow of necessary, fact checked information
Be someone who keeps an eye of power
Explain
Make people understand each other
Provide a public forum
Engage people in issues
And to show that democracy is a good idea

Disruptive change
Innovations like the internet, smartphones and social media have led to significant
media change.

Source: 4

The public is increasingly leaving traditional media platforms for new ones. This
shift is even more pronounced in younger groups. In Norway – only 8 years after it
first became generally available – Facebook now has a larger daily reach than the
most viewed TV channel, and is only a few percentage points below the entire
Norwegian TV market5. Similar trends can be seen around the world.

M. Schudson, 'Six or seven things news can do for democracy', Why Democracies Need an
Unlovable Press, 2008
4 NRKbeta / NRK Analyse (2016) Source: TNS Gallup Interbuss / Forbruker & Media
5 https://nrkbeta.no/2016/01/09/2-av-3-nordmenn-bruker-ingen-av-de-fem-storstenyhetsforsidene-pa-mobil-i-lopet-av-en-uke/
3
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The age of abundance
New media innovations have given the public more choice. The offering is broader,
more closely tailored to suit individual preferences, and can be consumed more
flexibly. Clay Shirky says:
Abundance breaks more things than scarcity does.
Society knows how to react to scarcity.6

But this is creating issues that need addressing – in part simply because of the vast
volume of available content:
Contemporary society is based on an 'attention economy'. Whereas the old
economic system focused on things, the most valuable resource in the
information era is not information but the attention people pay to it.7

This transformation to an attention economy is raising several issues, both on how to
reach the public, and what to do to ensure the quality of the common public sphere:
There is no guarantee that what gets attention is also factually right,
or the important stuff.

Running on empty
These innovations have also impacted the business models of yesteryear, whose
profitability was closely tied to owning a monopoly on getting in touch with large
audiences.
Figure: US newspaper advertising revenue 1950-2012, corrected for inflation

Sources: 8

6
7
8

C. Shirky at NFAIS Conference (2010)
L. Schifman, Memes in digital culture, MIT press essential knowledge, 2014
Wikimedia Commons, Dave Farrance CC data: Newspaper Association of America
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Media innovations have enabled new players, changed usage patterns, and altered
public expectations of existing actors. Commercial media have been severely hit, and
several are in crisis. Indirectly, even public media suffer, as commercial actors in
several countries have sought to limit public service broadcasters' freedom to serve
their audience.
Still, it should be noted that the media crisis is a crisis brought on by new
opportunities in central functions of the media – like production and distribution.
These opportunities have opened the playing field for everyone, allowing both
existing and new players to meet in arenas previously separated by scarcity, cost,
geography, separate tools etc. C. Shirky writes:
The permanently important question is how society will be informed of the
news of the day. The newspaper used to be a pretty good answer to that
question, but like all such answers, it was dependent on what other
solutions were available.9

This has enormously expanded the amount of available offers, left old models
outdated, and put many in the existing order at a disadvantage. But at heart, the
media crisis is a crisis for The Media – not necessarily for society. Whether the
crisis will impact the democratic functions traditionally handled by the media, will
depend on how the sum of actors will handle the democratic functions in the future.

Survival of the species
If the theory that editorial media is performing roles vital to a healthy democracy is
the starting point, then the future existence of media organisations necessarily
becomes an issue as well, and also, the public will need to be in broad contact with
their output.
This gives a shifting border between what is central to democracy in itself, and what
is indirectly central through being beneficial for the survival, acceptance, and broad
public use of editorial media, so they can continue performing their roles in
democracy.
It is therefore necessary to also address how editorial media can stay healthy and
relevant in the public sphere, to ensure the future presence of a vital organ in
democracy and its centrality in the public sphere.

9

C. Shirky, Here Comes Everybody, Penguin Press, 2008
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Public Service blue-eyedness
The original research proposal opened with the fact that less than 6% of Norwegians
aged between 18-39 years old tuned in to the final TV debate ahead of the 2015 elections.
Historically, the TV debates of the Norwegian Broadcasting Corporation were
considered a main arena for public debate in Norway. Now, the average age of an
NRK TV debate viewer is 60, a figure that is rising quickly. If central political debates
only reach old people, it is a democratic problem.
The title of the proposal was 'Facilitating the Big Conversations in an Age of Media
Fragmentation' – the idea being that it might be possible for a large, national
broadcaster to provide a new, more modern common sphere that could attract and
involve the missing part of the public. The end reads:
We cannot abandon having a common public sphere. Which is why I
propose investigating how to reinvent it.
We cannot herd young people back to the TV screen and the morning
papers. But I believe it's worth seeing if we – the old media – can try to tweak
ourselves, and become more present in the lives of people below the age of
40. Not only to offer a fact checked and proper information diet, but also to
reconnect society in a new public discourse. 10

Main research issues
At the outset these were considered to be main issues:
• Fragmentation of the public sphere brought on by media changes
• Weakening of the Editor’s power to bring focus to the important stuff
• Facts no longer controlled
In addition, there are of course major things going on with the funding of
journalism, press freedom, ownership, and broken democracies, which all may
impact media’s democratic role. But there’s not much that can be done about these
from inside the newsroom, so that is outside the scope of this research.
It should also be noted that there are several functions media perform that are
mainly unchanged by changes in media use, like the so called watchdog function.
Media should just keep on doing these things, so they won’t be discussed further
here.

10

A. Hofseth, research proposal for this paper, 2015
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Research interviews indicate that not all the research issues are as critical as first
believed:

The golden days of editorial control are over
When some quite loaded questions about editorial control have been asked, several
interviewees have reacted, believing it isn’t – at least not anymore – the job of the
editorial media to try to control the Big Conversation. Wolfgang Blau, for instance:
Your question sounds a bit as if you have spent a large part of your career
with a national broadcaster, can that be? [Yes] Because there’s this
assumption that there is an absolute set of items a nation should know
about, that is almost what defines a nation and creates cohesion, and I’m not
so sure of that. This whole notion that the internet fragments society and the
golden days where we all knew what was on the news last night and we
could discuss them.
Well, did we? Did we all watch them? Did we all understand them?
Maybe cohesion is around a set of values more than the news agenda.11

Maybe the following point of view is a more rational one:
Editorial control is something you can no longer impose, but you can build
editorial influence by making the right stuff stand out in a sustainable way.

Fragmentation could be overstated
With regards to the public sphere, several interviewees believe the public is actually
exposed to a wider selection of viewpoints and discussions than in the past.
The things they say points towards the issue of fragmentation being overstated – at
least in Europe. And in the US, fragmentation and polarisation might be down to
issues in society that are largely independent of changes in media use.
It can even seem that social media might have fewer shortcomings than the public
spheres traditional media used to provide.
During recent years, a whole new public sphere has sprung up. It is an ecosystem
with social media at the hub, where editorial media are providers of content and
understanding to this new public sphere. Editorial media are no longer sole
providers of content, understanding, or arena, but they are still important part
providers.

11

W. Blau, Chief Digital Officer Condé Nast, Research interview Q8, 25 April 2016
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The golden age of editorial media possibly did not offer a better public sphere
than today’s increasingly social media-centric one.

Time for a rethink
The starting point of the research was that the traditional media maybe should
reinvent the public sphere, in order to reinstate themselves as the benevolent
‘Masters of Ceremony’. The interviews indicate that it might not be the sensible
thing to do.
Consider the following:
If social media is actually connecting society better than before, whereas editorial
media in the longer term are becoming less central in media use – especially for
the younger half of the population;
wouldn’t it then be more sensible for the editorial media – if we assume them to
be uniquely suited to fulfil certain roles in a democracy – to connect closer to the
new ecosystem of social media, and then utilise this ecosystem optimally for
fulfilling democratic purposes?
It is outside the scope of the research to verify this. But editorial media opting for a
more organic connection to social media could be a sensible approach for a number
of reasons:
The most obvious reason for traditional media to connect closer to social media, is
that it could hopefully help improve the distribution of relevant and valuable
information, and improve the debate that society increasingly has in social media. It
can also offer an opportunity to better involve groups that are under-served by
editorial media and under-connected to the democratic processes.
Director of Tow Center for Digital Journalism Emily Bell says:
When we’re lamenting the unbundling of media, we tend to overstate what
we’ve lost, rather than thinking 'now is a chance to improve on what we’ve
had, and how should we go about doing that?' 12

Connecting closer and more organically to the social media could offer the editorial
media themselves a better set of tools for reaching out with their most important
content. Maybe even a new, merit-based editorial influence – by being providers of
trustworthy and good foundations for society at an arena where a substantial part of
our lives is now unfolding.

12

E. Bell, Director Tow Center for Digital Journalism, Research interview Q6, 16 May 2016
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Therefore, this research paper isn’t titled ‘facilitating the big conversations’ or ‘common
ground in the age of confusion’, or any of the other working titles it has had through the
earlier stages of the research – simply because there was little support for the
necessity of a new and improved media-driven common public sphere model.
The focus of the research is rather on how editorial media can help making our new
ecosystem better from a democracy-supporting point of view – by trying to establish
best practices for making good stuff, for not making bad stuff, and for setting oneself
up for reaching out as widely as possible.

Make yourself useful
The next six chapters will discuss a set of things editorial media organisations can do
to help democracy thrive. The focus is on actionable findings – things that can
mostly be handled without major organisational changes.
This is not intended as an instruction manual, and doesn't go into detail on exact
methods for solving the different issues – because there are no single solutions. What
works will vary across topics and audiences, and methods are quickly outdated and
superseded.
Newsrooms are the main target group; journalists, editors, and management –
because these are the ones who will need to play a central part in adjusting things.
So when it says ‘you’; these are the people being addressed.
Findings are presented as six simple things your newsroom can do for democracy. The
research is built on interviews with 18 of the brightest people in and around media,
who have generously given of their time to expand the understanding of how media
best can serve their functions in democracy. A list of who they are, and why they’ve
been selected can be found in the Methodology chapter.
In a world where attention wasn't in limited supply, using more from the research
interviews would have been preferred – there is a lot of profound insight in the over
300 pages of research interviews. But to keep it short and sweet, large parts of these
interviews have necessarily had to be used as background material.

Before jumping in
It should be noted that valid arguments against editorial media getting more
involved with social media exist as well. The most central perhaps being economic
vulnerability, threats to the open internet, dependability on third parties' policies,
and segments of society that choose not to use social media. It is outside the scope of
the research to explore these.

13

I Attention comes to those who accept
the dynamics of social media
ONLINE MEDIA IS NOT ONE-WAY – IT’S NOT BROADCASTING.
– THEO LOMAS, FACEBOOK 13
To have sustainable attention in social media, it is necessary to understand how
social media work, and to be willing to work on those terms. This is the basic ticket
to the new ecosystem: social media belong to those who understand them.
This demands not only an understanding of how social media work, but also a
willingness to accept that this attention will largely rely on conforming to the
standards, codes and culture already defined by the people using social media.

Understand how editorial control is changing
In the old days, the media could exercise editorial control through putting a
journalist on the case and publishing the result. If it was extra important, one could
put it on the front page, or at the top of evening news. Even if it happened to be
Important But Boring, it was still possible to sneak it in between more interesting
content to give it greater exposure. Afterwards, one could go to bed with the warm,
fuzzy feeling of Having Done One’s Best.
There might have been an element of self delusion in this. In the golden days of the
printed newspaper, former Editor-In-Chief of The Guardian Alan Rusbridger says it
was like this:
The only way we knew whether people was reading stuff, was to do markup
research: You give them a newspaper and a pen, and they would mark up
the pieces they'd read. And some pieces were shockingly under-read.
An editorial – that we thought was central to the whole paper – would be
read by 8% of the readers. So if I were writing your piece of research, I would
be careful of going into it thinking 'we are in a much less well-informed age now,
because people used to read long articles’. There's no evidence that they did.14

But whether the public actually consumed content or not, editors could at least
attempt to set the agenda through their publishing decisions.

13
14

T. Lomas, Elections and Campaigns Specialist Facebook, Research interview Q2, 29 April 2016
A. Rusbridger, Former Editor-In-Chief The Guardian, Conversation 1, 21 January 2016
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In today’s ecosystem, a large part of content discovery is through social media. What
content is given prominence is largely not determined by a coffee-drinking senior
newshound on the night shift, but by network dynamics. Editor-In-Chief of
BuzzFeed UK, Janine Gibson, thinks one thing the media ecosystem can take away
from looking at BuzzFeed is the following:
'Right, well we need to think a bit more peer to peer, we shouldn't be so top down,
we should be publishing stories that people want to send to each other, and that
means we don't tell them things, we respond to them so that they share it
organically'. I hope everybody can learn that, because that's the way it's going
to be for the next ten years. 15

Which means: The way of giving an issue prominence today, is by telling about it
in a way that resonates with people and making them want to show it to others.

Make it float in the stream
To inspire the public to share content, editorial media need to understand what
helps content float in the stream. Lomas from Facebook says:
If you can get people to engage with your articles, liking, commenting,
sharing, you are more likely to get people’s friends reading things – because
it will pop up that their friends have read it.16

At first sight this might appear slightly banal, but it is really key.
The most important ingredient for distributing content in social media, isn’t
broadcasting in yet another channel. It is doing things in such a way that it engages
people. Only then does it become visible. And surprisingly often it may seem like
traditional media don’t quite understand how it works. Or, when they work out the
dynamics, they may forget that the content should also have substance.

Blend in
In social media, traditional media are not the native population. They are visitors in
a universe inhabited by the friends, family, cultural idols, co-workers, and romantic
interests of us all. Which means the traditional media will be playing an Away Game
in social media, they cannot unilaterally define how things should be. But many
editorial media already have offline identities. How can they juggle the different
roles?

15
16

J. Gibson, Editor-In-Chief BuzzFeed UK, Research interview Q14, 9 May 2016
Lomas, op.cit Q1
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BuzzFeed UK’s Janine Gibson thinks it is a major problem for traditional editorial
media that they have a rather formal voice and then, when they go on social media,
they sound completely different.
It’s usually the voice of some 20-year-old they’ve hired after asking: ’Do you
understand Facebook’ And they’ve said ‘Mmm, I know Snapchat…’
So this sounds completely different to that. That doesn't work. If I listen to
the Today programme in the morning, it needs to be the Today programme
on Twitter. It doesn't have to be pompous, and it can have a laugh, and it
can be slightly sardonic. But it can't be stupid.’17

According to Gibson, most traditional media don’t understand this. They consider
one activity to be for ‘some 20-year-olds’, and the other to be ‘for their Proper
Audience’. Which isn’t working; the editorial voice and the social media voice
should be the same.
Tone of voice is important, because it influences to what degree organisations are
perceived as authentic. Several interviewees stress authenticity as central, as the whole
concept of trust may be changing. Being authentic does not involve forsaking
traditional values like impartiality, but these will need to be brought within the
fundamental context that now, trust is based on being perceived as authentic.
There is a tension between the slightly dated and formal tone of traditional media,
the more intimate and personal tone of social media, and the need to be consistent
across media platforms. Whether the ‘rather formal voice’ is still functional, or if it is
one of the reasons traditional news media have declining impact among the younger
half of the population is worth considering.

Be unique
When the content of all media organisations is available in the same arena, the value
of doing the same as everybody else goes down.
There is an audience for interesting stuff that matters to democracy. But
they’re not going to read your fiftieth re-write of the story they’ve seen in
forty-nine other places, so don’t do it. They want to read something new and
smart.18

In the world of the online news front page, a steady flow of new content is a
common way to drive audience visits. Then the public will hopefully visit the news

17
18

Gibson, op.cit. Q1
J. Waterson, politics editor BuzzFeed UK, Research interview QY, 9 May 2016

16
site regularly, to check if there is anything new. But that makes the organisation fall
victim to a delivery rate that makes it difficult to produce quality journalism, and
where the individual pieces of journalism may contribute little value to society. As
media analyst Thomas Baekdal argues,
We need to move away from thinking that the role of media is just to push
out as much content as possible.
What we need from the media is the opposite; specialist media from people
who really makes a difference. And we see this so very clearly on the social
sites already today. There are two winners, BuzzFeed and the specialists.19

Today, the dynamics for driving people to the content are changing, and social media
is increasingly important for content discovery20. In this environment, the ‘promise
of something new’ is a duty shared with every other media organisation and friend
in people’s streams. This not only releases the pressure on the individual actors, it
actually makes a high content turnover less valuable: In this ecosystem it is more
important to have something distinct that stands out. Generic news, done the generic
way, seldom stands out.
The way to succeed in this new environment, is to step out of the high update
frequency mindset, and rather make fewer items of higher quality.
One thing that is good is, if something’s genuinely good, or genuinely funny,
or genuinely original or genuinely well told, in today's ecosystem, it does
better than it would ever have done pre social media. 21

Baekdal outlines the following way to succeed with an editorial product in an
algorithm-focused market:
Create a publication where the reason why people come to it has as much to
do with the insights of the journalists and the editors, as it has to do with
the stories.
In fact, this is why the popular YouTubers win in an age of metrics. They are
not trying to add to the noise. They are trying to be uniquely their own.
Focus on creating distinction and reputation.22

19
20
21
22

T. Baekdal, Media Analyst, Research interview Q1, 19 April 2016
http://www.digitalnewsreport.org/survey/2016/overview-key-findings-2016/
Waterson, op.cit. QY
Baekdal, op.cit. Q10
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Using the strength of journalistic insight to create unique and valuable content rather
than contributing to the noise, will help building less noisy, more valuable media,
where more of the content that makes a difference in democracy has a chance of
being shared in social media.

Keep jumping
It is important to be aware of the fact that the social media landscape isn’t static.
Which means it is not possible to lay a detailed plan and assume it will keep
working. Jim Waterson of BuzzFeed UK describes their approach as responding to
what people want – embracing changes that are happening, rather than trying to
fight them:
Posts I would have done a year ago, which would have gone mega-viral with
loads of readers, I wouldn’t even consider doing today. I used to do fun
round-ups of lists, now I haven’t written a list in ages, I just do ‘Here’s this
one nugget of information you haven’t seen’, it’s just responding to what
people want. The best judge of that is, generally, what you read or what I
read. I tend to just go ‘Oh would I read this? No, well don’t do it’.23

It should be noted that this ‘best judge’ of what people want to read, is a web-savvy
journalist spending hours online daily, working in an environment on the cutting
edge; a young digital organisation with a track record for listening to their public
with a high level of consciousness around the right metrics; your mileage may vary.
But it is indisputable that both the public’s habits and algorithms evolve and change
continuously. The best way to react to this, is to build a flexible and learning
operation around the central task.
We built a big company by embracing it, and just because that worked three
years ago, doesn’t mean that’s going to work forever, so we need to keep
jumping. It’s a slightly stressful constant revolution.24

23
24

Waterson, op.cit Q15
Waterson, op.cit. QY
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II Listening before talking will keep
you connected
WE ALL WANT TO ENGAGE, TO HAVE A CONVERSATION WITH READERS,
WHAT’S THE BEST WAY TO DO THAT?
– ANUSHKA ASTHANA, THE GUARDIAN25
There is an increasing expectation that the media should not only speak to the
public, but also listen, and respond to what they hear. This can give better and more
relevant content, and help develop a closer relationship with the audience.
As previously mentioned, the worry about a worldwide fragmentation of the public
sphere may not be as critical as originally thought at the start of the research.
But many news organisations can seem to be slightly out of touch with the societies
they’re supposed to cover. Several interviewees mention the issue of newsroom
diversity. It is highly visible in the UK, and leads to a disconnect between what the
editorial media see and care about, and the world their public inhabit. This is not
only about ethnicity or gender, but also age, socio-economic status and geography.
When I step into the newsroom of any news organisation at this point, I feel
like I’m in a museum. They don’t reflect the world anymore, ethnically,
culturally, or in their age structure. And maybe it’s also because journalism
has become an insecure profession, so it attracts only people from a certain
financial background.26

Listening outside your own circles a lot more can improve the situation, though the
editorial media should also try to find ways of recruiting that better reflect their
public.

Respond to the public
Andy Sparrow of The Guardian thinks news providers shouldn’t just tell stories, but
answer the questions people have as well. He describes his experience trying to find
overall figures for health spending in the UK:
Although the Government publishes information on that, it doesn’t always
make it easy to find. There might be a case for news organisations being

25
26

A. Asthana, joint political editor The Guardian, Research interview Q1, 15 May 2016
W. Blau, op.cit. Q5
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more conscious of their library duties, as well as their news duties. That
tends to get overlooked, I think.27

There are several available tools for connecting with the public and their concerns.
Search and traffic statistics is one, talking to people another.
Historically, the so called under the line comments appearing under online news
articles was a main channel for dialogue. For bloggers, who were often raised in a
culture of a running dialogue with their public, comments have worked quite well.
For the traditional media, where journalists often do not even read comments, less
so. After years of neglect, the comments sections on general news sites are often toxic
and unrepresentative wastelands of debatable value – both to the public and to the
news brand. With the exception of where resources have been invested in building
fruitful dialogue – a couple of notable examples are mentioned later –, it can be
argued that reactively moderated under the line comments have had their day in
general news media, and could – maybe even should – be dropped.
Social media – especially if used better than under the line comments were – offer a
different means of connecting the public, the editorial media, and issues. In part
because the debate isn’t fragmented by each single article, but is rather tied together
by network connections and conversations.
Suddenly [international lawyer, foreign policy analyst, political scientist and
public commentator] Anne-Marie Slaughter was replying and talking to me
about this article. You have this incredible way of opening up a
conversation, taking it into a different sphere, having people respond to you.
Through Facebook you build up a knowledge around a certain area, in a
way that you could never have done historically. I think it has revolutionised
our journalism.28

BuzzFeed is a media operation that relies on being in close touch with its public.
Editor-In-Chief Janine Gibson describes it as a mode of working:
Mostly, what we want to do, is look at why people are upset about
something, pick it up and explain why and think about it. It's bottom up
rather than top down.29
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Don’t allow feelings to dress up as facts
Based on her audience research, Irene Costera Meijer from VU University thinks
editorial media – in particular public broadcasters – should listen more to people,
and find out what they are concerned about.
But at the same time, she recommends being careful about in what way public
concerns are given a voice in the national news. Quoting the public in national news,
in the form of a voxpop, for instance, should be done with caution. As an example,
consider people living next door to where a refugee centre is being built, who fear
for their own safety:
They feel frightened. And then they get a quote on national TV, and that is
that. The quote illustrates that they’re frightened, but the public interpret it
as ‘there is reason to be frightened’ – because it’s on the national news. So the
public doesn’t read it as an illustration, they read it as a confirmation – a
justification of their views. 30

The journalists' understanding can be that there is no reason to be frightened. But
they never make the point that there might be no reason to be frightened, and it is
never proven by including the statistics from police, hospitals or others.
Journalists assume that the fright itself is so nonsensical, that they forget that
for a lot of people it does make sense. And the fact that it is on the national
news is a proof to them that it makes sense.31

This makes an argument for not building stories around voxpop cases. Avoid them
as backbones for the narrative. And when used as illustrations, they need to be fact
checked like any other thing perceived as fact. Claims should be contextualised, and
whether the voxpop gives a fair view of the larger facts should be considered.

Think that maybe they know more
One thing I've never seen written about, which interests me, is the degree to
which journalists are interested in what comes back. I suspect the answer is
'not many'. And that seems to be a quite important thing to try to
understand why. 32
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Alan Rusbridger, who was Editor-In-Chief of The Guardian during the massive leakbased revealing of US surveillance programs, touched on the journalistic methods of
Glenn Greenwald, as he saw them:
Glenn didn't grow up in a newsroom. So he doesn't know how to 'behave'
as a journalist. He writes his piece, and sends it. And for most journalists,
that's the end of the process. They may look at comments, but most
journalists don't like comments.
With Glenn, it was the opposite. He would go and make a cup of tea, and
then think: 'This is the point at which my research hits the road'. And he would
sit there talking to them the next hours, and people would correct him, add,
subtract, or clarify things. 33

The likelihood that the sum of readers will know as much as, or more than, most
journalists is large:
If I was editing a newspaper now, I would get infuriated with journalists
who say 'Comments are crap, I'm not interested in that', I would say, well,
Glenn built up a community of around a million people, which he brought
with him to the Guardian. One of them was Edward Snowden.34

In addition to the access to sources this approach offers, it is also an attitude that can
build trust both among source networks and in the general public:
In part because he believes the trust of his readers is dependent on it, political
blogger Andy Sparrow spends around 20 minutes daily replying to up to a dozen of
his couple of thousand daily comments. He thinks it has made him a better journalist
than in the old newspaper days, when he wasn’t receiving any reader feedback.
Often they are sensible or interesting questions. They make me sharpen up
my views on what I think, defend things, or change the words. Sometimes I
include things I never used to include. It’s sort of customer feedback, I
suppose!
They like the fact that I engage. And they might not agree with everything I
write, but more often than not, they’re prepared to give me slack when they
disagree, because they think I’m fair. It helps a lot having an audience who
knows you quite well.35
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There is also the issue of what makes people trust information. Previously, information
delivered from authoritative sources had high trust. One way mass communication
following the transmission model of communication is increasingly distrusted,
according to the audience research of Costera Meijer. She says:
People – in particular younger people – want to find out the news for
themselves. They don’t want to be treated as the object of news reporting,
but would rather be more active, thinking ‘if I find the information myself, it
must be more reliable than someone else, whose authority I just have to accept’.36

She says that research shows that many will trust information they find by a Google
search more than they will trust traditional media.
A close and actively listening relationship to the public seems to be a way to have
richer source access, to better reflect what actually concerns the public, and to have a
more modern and reliable trust base, that will also work for a younger audience.
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III If content refuses to go through the
editor, the editor must come to the
content
When anyone can publish or distribute anything, untruths need to be actively called
out after they have been published. Bell says:
I think journalists, and journalistic organisations, have a duty to point out
things which are not right. Because, once you’re out there in the wild, pieces
go further, they have more impact, all of that happens much more quickly.37

The new media ecosystem, where social media is a major distribution engine, makes
it easy for interesting content – almost any interesting content – to spread. But this
system does not have the same editorial mechanisms the old media had for quality
checking content before distributing it.
A report from Tow Center for Digital Journalism38 documents that there is a lot of false
information circulating. Sometimes, this information is even republished by the
media itself.

Verify and falsify
In a journalistic process, making facts available for the public is not only about
finding the facts and publishing them. The process also involves checking facts and
statements, identifying what is not true. The rise in using people’s content as a
source, especially in connection with breaking news, has led some larger news
operations to build infrastructure or routines for verifying content. This process is
often only intended for internal use.
A lot of journalism has – for good, but also largely accidental, reasons –
become very committed to the idea of documenting everything, and thought
a little less about how one can think about challenging things in a more
dynamic way. Because, of course, the profession doesn’t feel comfortable
with the idea of intervention.39
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The opposite of verification, the process of proving that something is untrue, is often
called falsification.
Several experts I’ve interviewed suggest a more active approach for the editorial
media:
I think falsification will become an increasingly important function in a
media ecosystem where the majority of content discovery happens through
some sort of social media.40

If editorial media started actively pointing out the false or misleading content, it
would be valuable in our new ecosystem. It may be considered on a level with any
other journalistic output:
If something is a rumour, and you have the ability to show it’s untrue, then
that’s as much of a story as anything else these days. Debunking,
highlighting hoaxes, explaining where content has come from, and the
nuances behind is all stuff that helps build trust every single day. 41

In addition comes the more complex issue of content that is factually true, but
contextually misleading. This should be called out in a similar fashion.

Actually it even sells
BuzzFeed are generally good at understanding and responding to how social media
works. Politics Editor Jim Waterson of BuzzFeed UK says that some of the most viral
content you can produce, is debunking of popular stuff that is spreading on the
internet:
A classic viral headline is: ‘That image that everyone’s been sharing is
actually factually wrong’. […] And then people trust you, because you’re the
ones who’ve taken the time to not just mindlessly share, and go ‘this is
disgusting, this is outrageous’. You’re the ones who actually dug down and
found some facts on the whole thing.42

We can take this to understand that actively confronting falsehoods and
misrepresentations is good – not only for the public discourse itself, but also for the
editorial media who do it and for everyone who shares it – because it reflects back on
you that you are someone who knows and cares.
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IV Offering overview gives editorial
influence
I’M ALWAYS ANNOYED BY THE NARRATIVE THAT SAYS WE HAVE AN OVERLOAD OF
INFORMATION. WE JUST HAVE AN INADEQUATE NUMBER OF FILTERS.
– EMILY BELL43
Like shooting down falsehoods, offering overview is something the editorial media
might be able to do quite easily – because a lot of that overview probably already
exists within the newsroom. Offering the best overview available, may give
influence.

Wikify
A few days into a developing breaking news story, news organisations tend to get
caught in the contradiction between catering to readers who are new to the story,
and might lack the basic knowledge, and satisfying those readers who have been
following the story since day one. The needs of this last group are of course closer to
the journalists’ own reality, something that can colour editorial choices.
Which may explain why a new player is then free to enter the stage:
After about two or three days, Wikipedia paradoxically owns the topic. And
that’s not a bad thing. It is a bit of an unsung hero of journalism, in how it
has helped our readers to understand the context of stories.44

The editorial media needs to improve in terms of journalistic formats. Today, the
main offer is the Live Blog, and a Topic Page with every single item under that
keyword. If you enter a story on day 10, or want to understand the situation in Syria
better, your choice is often limited to the live blog, a topic page listing every published
story, or Wikipedia, which – being an encyclopaedia – can be slightly boring, and
lengthy.
I have high hopes that machine generated journalism will help us create a
new type of summary that fills that Wikipedia gap. And which also adapts
to your pre-existing knowledge, and facts like what type of device you’re
using, which can give clues about your time budget. 45
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While the world is waiting for robots that can sort this out, the editorial media needs
to be good at summarising what is known so far at regular intervals through a
story’s lifetime.

Be complete
In the social media ecosystem, content arrives one piece at a time, not necessarily
carrying with it everything that’s needed to understand it.
If central details of the story were published yesterday, people won’t necessarily
know them, how to find them – or even that they exist. This can make it difficult for
the average reader to make sense of the news, and also make it easy to
misunderstand, because of the lack of context:
You get a lot of hysterical anxiety about bias, because people from one
interest group will pick up one story from one provider and say, 'This is an
example that the BBC will never say anything good about the left-wing of
the Labour Party’.46

Which means: Each item will need to be carrying with it sufficient context.
It is also risky to be relaxed about feeding the public a line from one party, thinking
that in the round it will balance out.
You've just got to work harder on each individual thing, because almost
every story is your front page, every story is the one thing that people are
going to read.47

In this context, the 'Every story is your front page' mantra should be understood to
mean that all content should be made in such a way that it can function as people's
first (and possibly only) encounter with the story. It also means that every item can
lead the way to further content.

Keep facts upfront
A lot of debate in social media is based on what people see in their stream; many do
not click on the article and read it. Which means it’s important to give the truth even
to those who go no further than title, picture, and preview.
There may be an unexpected bonus in giving this additional context: An interviewee
relates how they noted that readers that came in via Facebook spent more time with
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the content than those arriving from their front page. At first they found this counter
intuitive, as the front page public is expected to be more loyal:
The only plausible explanation we could come up with was that the
Facebook post that promotes that story is longer than what you get at the
front page promoting that same story. You already know more about that
story, and trust it more.48

The clicky front page headline does not only misinform the debate in social media. It
may even perform less well than if it had been giving away more of the story.

Make renewable content
The shelf life of news content is often quite short, with the average lifespan for large
parts of Norwegian Broadcasting Corporation news content examined somewhere
between a few hours and a few days, where it is collecting most of its traffic. After
that point, it sits unused – but undead. For a googling person finding the content
later on, it can be hard to ascertain the age of the content, and whether the
information is still relevant, or outdated.
It is important to not only think about news as writing things that have
happened, but also as giving people the resources to understand stories.49

Helen Lewis of the New Statesman uses the concept Renewable Content to describe
content which is constantly updated, like the 'State of the Polls' ahead of an election.
You could go and look at it daily, and it will have the latest information, track the
changes, and how they translate to seats.
It’s a way of looking at news, which obviously doesn’t work for everything
but, for football, politics, or economic news, seeing all the indicators and
their change over time – on a page that is dynamically updated – is really
interesting.50

In addition to establishing your organisation as a go-to source, this approach will
also reduce the amount of outdated content circulating on the web.

Provide a framing
Social media carries both good and bad discussions. The good discussions often have
elements of deliberation, with participants trying to reach a better understanding of

48
49
50

Interviewee, Research interview Q8, 2016
H. Lewis, Deputy Editor New Statesman, Research interview Q7, 23 May 2016
ibid.

28
a common topic. In less productive discussions, opposing views are spat out, with
little real interaction.
Mona Chalabi suggests offering a simple framework for more productive and
healthy discussions:
One way to improve social media, is by saying: ’Here is a chart, here is a data
set, why do you think this is happening?’ Inviting people to offer alternative
critiques, but around the framework of this one chart. To a certain extent,
photos can serve the same purpose.
Rather than saying ‘What do you think about Muslims?’; in which case
everyone will be coming at it from completely different angles, this will give
the debate a common ground.51

This form of soft agenda setting may – as long at it resonates with what people care
about, and has sufficient editorial presence for the discussion to stay on track –
provide a method for informing, sharing facts, and reaching new understanding in
an engaging way.
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V Avoiding common traps makes
everything better
There are some common mistakes and dysfunctional practices that should be
avoided by editorial media not wishing to be 'part of the problem'. Ricken Patel of
Avaaz says:
Our political discourse is dominated by the extremes – by the bomb
throwers. Literally and figuratively, people who throw bombs dominate our
collective consciousness. I think human beings have a natural negativity bias
rooted in some human cognitive reality. That negativity bias steals the truth,
steals the true story of ourselves, of our own lives, of our teams and families,
and of our world from us.52

The coverage of topics, individuals etc. in the 2016 British EU Referendum is
analysed in the report Media coverage of the EU Referendum53. Audience researcher
Irene Costera Meijer mentions the report, and that the political agenda has tended to
be taken hostage by certain players. She thinks journalists are taken hostage by the
people who are the most expressive, the most violent, or the most explicit:
In the 1970s and 80s, those were the left-wing ones, now it’s the right-wing.
It’s the most expressive, most extreme kinds of political opinion. If that kind
of opinion is dominating the political news – and analysis shows that it has
been the case – that is the problem. And Facebook is a lot less important. 54

Rather than thinking social media is the root of the problem of a noisy environment,
Costera Meijer is placing responsibility with editorial media unable to pull out of a
situation where they’re taken hostage by the extremes.
The book Political Turbulence55 tries to explain the impact of the internet on political
activity; its thesis being that the internet introduces extra volatility in the
system. Political correspondent Andrew Sparrow refers to the book’s theory as a
possible way of making sense of modern political phenomena:
Just as in climate, we’ve always had hurricanes and fires and floods. But
they seem to be coming a lot more and a lot nastier now. Climate is giving

52
53
54
55

R. Patel, Executive Director Avaaz, Research interview Q5, 19 April 2016
http://blog.lboro.ac.uk/crcc/eu-referendum/media-coverage-eu-referendum-report-1/
Costera Meijer, op.cit. Q8
http://press.princeton.edu/titles/10582.html

30
us extreme weather events, and social media is giving us extreme political
events.56

Patel believes the public is often offered a distorted view of reality:
Fatalism and despair are rampant in our societies. And this is at a time when
human progress is exponential on every metric you want to identify,
democracy, status of women, literacy, education, wealth; everything except
for environmental sustainability. We are in an exponential period of
progress – and yet, most people think the world’s gone to hell in a
handbasket. 57

He brings up the term The Trolletariat to explain what he believes to be a at the root of
this scaremongering:
I often think about the role the trolletariat plays in the world. It is an
informal alliance between trolls in the media and outside the media, that
generate highly skewed views of the world and particular problems in a way
that alarms and grabs attention.
They are often people without any wise dedication to the public interest
who are working out personal trauma, inhibiting their ability to see the
world as it is, and reflecting them on the world. They have the ability to
really monopolise our consciousness. I think that’s a real threat right now.58

Be aware of Orchestrated Reality
As media evolve, so do the strategies of people wishing access to the media. Around
the turn of the millennium, Tony Blair’s Director of Communications and Strategy
Alastair Campbell developed The Grid59, a system to ensure the British government
had control over how and when their issues appeared in the media.
There is a pitfall in letting the actors take control of the agenda. Psychologist Daniel
Kahneman writes:
People tend to assess the relative importance of issues by the ease with
which they are retrieved from memory – and this is largely determined by
the extent of coverage in the media. Frequently mentioned topics populate
the mind, even as others slip away from awareness.60
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The book The British general election of 2015 describes how the general election
campaign is closely orchestrated by international consultants, and how editorial
media buys into it:
The professionalisation of political communications in the UK abetted by
Australian and American consultants continued its remorseless advance in
2015 to create ever more closely controlled messaging and tightly
orchestrated appearances. This was partly in response to the speeding-up of
the news cycle and the increase in its potential volatility thanks to
continuous news and social media. […] The two main party leaders
especially avoided any uncontrolled contact with the public or journalists.
[…] Broadcast journalists shelled out to be on the battle buses and rarely
showed wide shots of the fake stunts.61

You don't want the Clown In The Room to be calling the shots
US Presidential Candidate Donald Trump has proven extremely successful at getting
media coverage, often with statements seemingly designed to cause outrage, and
with a large majority of fact-checked statements proven false62.
Donald Trump is getting more media coverage than any other politician in
the current presidential race. It seems the media think that all the public
want to hear about is entertainment.63

The thinly constructed newsworthiness and spectacle of Donald Trump’s campaign
has gained massive worldwide coverage.
His campaign strategy is exploiting weaknesses in how editorial decisions are made,
and has lured newsrooms into becoming free propaganda machines, in exchange for
click-friendly content. It may seem that the offer of a free, entertaining, and
presumedly popular package may have clouded the editorial judgment on the core
content of the package.
Editorial media should avoid thinking that any item that will be widely read is also
valuable, and should not offer providers of entertainment free access to their
publishing power. In the covering of events like this campaign, the entertaining side
should be identified as the editorial trap it is, and mainly be ignored, rather than
propagated, as it is an external campaign element added to attract interest, not the
main substance of the candidacy.
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Remember that Politics is not Sports
Political coverage is sometimes borrowing practices from sports journalism. The
term The horse race is often used. It describes a situation where political journalism is
focusing on the actors and the technicalities in politics, rather than the actual issues.
In the campaign ahead of the 2015 British general election, the horse race looks by far
to have been the dominating issue in UK printed media. It is mentioned more than 4
times as often as the second most central issue, and looms almost as large as all other
issues combined:

This focus on the game will often get in the way of other political topics, that may be
more central to the public’s wants and needs.
Or people can fall victim to a bait-and-switch, where they end up focusing on the
wrong questions. Helen Lewis of the New Statesman says:
There is a danger of seeing every election as a referendum on someone’s
personality. The EU debate is a good example of this, where it has become
about ‘Who do you trust more; David Cameron or Boris Johnson?’ 64
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Which is not a good place to be, as neither of these politicians personalities are
central to Britain’s relation to the European Union in a longer perspective.
As a reaction to complex things, this is a quite common pattern; it is the essence of
intuitive heuristics. D. Kahneman puts it like this:
When faced with a difficult question, we often answer an easier one instead,
usually without noticing the substitution.65

In this situation, taking the role of the responsible grown-up should probably be on
the editorial media. Being aware of this human tendency, and maintaining focus –
both in what we do ourselves, and in helping the public sphere stay on track.

Know that Opinion can be a trap
Janine Gibson, Editor-In-Chief of BuzzFeed UK considers opinion to be cheap,
disposable, and filling a lot of space. She thinks it might have impacted the
authoritativeness of the news media over the last decade.
The explosion in cheap comment to fill pages provided everyone with a
platform and the ability to any critic to cite "The [media organisation] said."
Of course it's not that organisation, it's just some person on their platform.
But it gives ammunition to critics, and it has a massive impact on the general
perception of the authority of what you publish.66

So in her view, many editorial media organisations are – in exchange for affordable
content – letting people’s views borrow the authority of their news organisations,
thereby blurring the line between opinion and checked fact. Which in the longer
term could be eroding the authority, brand, and trust, not only of the organisation,
but the media as a whole.
In addition comes Costera Meijer’s point mentioned in the discussion on voxpops:
Her research shows that when editorial media broadcast people’s unsubstantiated
fears and emotions, these are easily mistaken for proven facts by the audience.

Don't forget that most politicians are OK
After the Watergate scandal in the 1970, the role model of 'the investigative journalist
proving the politician was a crook67' emerged. It is of course important to keep an
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eye on how people and institutions use their power, but it is counterproductive to let
cynicism springing from this focus paint all politicians with the same brush. In our
part of the world, the average politician is not necessarily any worse than the rest of
the population, many of them are even trying to do something good for their
societies.
This is important to keep in mind, because the democratic system is based on the
public electing people they believe will represent them and their needs. If the
dominating narrative is that you cannot trust politicians, that they don't have any
real power, and that they are in politics mainly for non-laudable reasons, it can
ultimately be destructive for democracy. Helen Lewis from the New Statesman says:
All of those tropes are alluring but ultimately dangerous if you overstate
them, because they encourage people to regard it all as a giant game, where
it doesn’t really matter if you vote for somebody who is unqualified, or
unsuitable, or holds abhorrent opinions, because they won’t be able to do
anything anyway.68
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VI Journalism is of little value until
people actually get it
The public value of most journalism will not manifest itself until it actually reaches
an audience. For the journalist, it is central not to lose sight of the final user of what
they do; their public.
Director of Research at the Reuters Institute for the Study of Journalism, Rasmus
Kleis Nielsen summarises Walter Lippmann from memory on what politics often
feels like to the average reader:
It’s like the man who arrives in the theatre in the third act and leaves before
the conclusion.
You don’t know who the actors are, you don’t know what the narrative arc
is, you don’t understand what’s going on. And you leave before you find
out. 69

Please explain
What may be obvious for journalists, who can afford to spend several hours daily on
politics, isn’t always as easy to grasp for the rest of society.
Journalism, like most of what we humans produce, is over time coloured by the
feedback we get on what we do. That means that the interests and knowledge level
of the group providing the feedback will shape the genre – and how specialised its
jargon and focus will be. Which again influences to what degree it will be accessible
to a broader public outside the cognoscenti.
Journalists will make assumptions on what needs telling,
often driven by journalists reporting more for each other and their sources
than for the public they aim – and claim – to serve.70

In political journalism in Britain, there is a tendency towards a horse race-like
Westminster-centrism (this term comes from Westminster in London – where the
British House of Parliament is located), or The Bubble, as it is called in press circles.
One interviewee confused this Norwegian researcher by saying the text quoted
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below. Read it, imagining no one told you what ‘bubble’ signifies in the context of
British political journalism:
That’s not to say that you never do a bubble story. Of course, sometimes you
do bubble stories, people quite like bubble stories.71

There is a slight self-referential irony in the fact that this term was used –
unexplained – by several interviewees, when discussing the topic with a Norwegian.
Political jargon should be avoided unless it is explained.
If political journalism wants to come across to the public, it cannot take people’s
understanding and knowledge of the world of politics, the political system, and the
political process for granted.
The BBC’s Stephen Herrmann points out that politics shouldn’t be treated as a
separate thing. If you want people to care about it, it has to feel relevant to their lives.
Therefore, you have to find ways to bring it back to the impact a political decision or
debate may have on their own lives, or on someone they are brought to empathise
with. And the process and the context should also be explained:
It’s important to go back to basics and explain the actual mechanics – even
how to vote. Not least so that first time voters, young people who are coming
into this world, aren’t put off or disempowered by a lack of understanding
or knowledge about how the whole thing works.72

And: Don’t be boring
The 'don’t be boring' imperative is not new of course. Being boring has – in most
groups – never been seen as a mark of excellence. But it becomes increasingly
important: In the old world of linear editorship, it was still possible to try to sneak in
a minute or two of important stuff between two pieces of entertaining stuff, and
hope people didn’t go away to do something else.
In a world where the mobile is seldom more than an outstretched arm’s length away,
and where what gets distributed is that which engages people, it is no longer
possible to rely solely on placement to ensure important stuff is getting noticed. The
important stuff itself needs to be non-boring. Baekdal says:
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John Oliver is a good example here. His content very effectively helps people
understand the challenges and views of specific topics. Look at his video on
the FIFA scandal73 for instance.
Not only is this funny, but look at the deep journalism that went into it, and
how it is presented. Also notice that this is a 13 minute video. That’s a long
time compared to what most TV news stories… and yet, it has 6 million+
views. So, basically, we need much, much better reporting instead of the
throw away reporting that we see today.74

Know what it’s really about
The deeper role of media in democracy is summed up by Rasmus Kleis Nielsen as
the three essential questions of politics, that concern everyone, all the time:
If one can bring to life the idea that politics is not men in suits making points
that seem alien to you, but about underlying questions these men in suits
happen to be central players in,
and that one, as a citizen, does not have to go to every meeting in the village
and have an opinion on every issue, but can selectively engage with this
process in a way that in some incremental way may influence those
questions of:
•
•
•

Who gets what?
Who are we?
How do we live together?

in a way that isn’t boring.
That would be a major accomplishment.75
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Conclusion
'THAT THINGS WILL SWING BACK INTO ORDER ONCE THEY'VE BEEN DISPLACED,
IS AN OPTIMISTIC AND CHILDISH CONCEIT.
THE TOY YOU SHOULD BE THINKING OF IS NOT THE SWING, BUT THE SLIDE.'
– VIKRAM SETH, A SUITABLE BOY

The Future is hard to conquer
A new public sphere centring around social media has emerged. In spite of its
shortcomings, it might be a better system for filling some of the roles that the
traditional media previously played for democracy.
The transition to the social media for content discovery and discussion is largely
audience-driven. The forces driving it are several magnitudes stronger than the wish
to take part in democracy: Social media is a major source of entertainment,
information and social intercourse. It has become a central pillar in life and the fabric
of society for a majority of the public. It appears to be so robust that it will be
difficult for old media to regain areas occupied by this new ecosystem. Additionally,
if – from a democracy point of view – the new system is actually doing a better job
than the previous system, it would ultimately be pointless to reconquer the territory.
Looking at other old-world businesses who have tried this – like the music business’
fight against music streaming – might be reason enough to avoid making the same
mistake.
The most rational approach for traditional, public-spirited media wishing to uphold
democracy, would therefore seem to be to embrace social media, and utilise them as
instruments for performing tasks for democracy, but also to try to fix shortcomings
in the new ecosystem. This will need to be done on terms largely dictated by the
existing culture and practices in social media.

Important functions within the new ecosystem
The main area where traditional media can contribute value in the new ecosystem, is
in continuing to fulfil its existing functions for democracy, but to do some of them
within a symbiosis with this new framework.
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Important contributions to improving the ability of the new media ecosystem to
handle democratic functions, would be:
 Continuing to do things journalists are good at; using journalistic methods
and resources for exploring and explaining the world
 Being actively involved in social media, offering facts, context, and overview
to issues that concern people
 Developing ways of performing editorial functions previously handled inside
the editorial media’s own production and publication in interplay with the
new ecosystem
 Avoiding common mistakes and contra-productive practices that may be
destructive for democracy
 And of course: Trying to be as central and wide-reaching as possible, which
demands a running involvement with the public, their lives and their issues,
and a willingness to use social media on their own terms
If the editorial media should fail to do these things, it could lead to a weakening of
democracy, unless – or until – other bodies should take over the functions. From the
perspective of the individual media organisation, it can over time lead to irrelevance
in the public sphere, which may give rise to legitimacy issues.
Vice versa, doing these things well may actually improve on yesterday's democracy,
and renew traditional media's relation to the public – which might have positive
effects on the long term survival of the media organisations who manage to embrace
the future.

Change is the only constant
As mentioned in the introduction, the research doesn’t go into detail on exact
methods for the different issues, because there are no single solutions. What works
will vary across different topics and audiences, and methods are quickly outdated
and superseded. Also, if you base your development on imitating the successes of
others, you'll tend to be a year or two behind, and more often than not, the successes
of others may not fit you, or your public.
But most importantly, it is both better and more fun to know only in broad strokes
where you need to go, and then find the right way yourself, together with your own
audience. This approach will make you better at listening, learning, adapting,
changing, and reinventing yourself. Which – if you want to stick around – you will
need to go on doing every day. Forever.
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Methodology
What is covered
Within the time constraints, it hasn’t been possible to both build a detailed
framework on the democratic issues of media change and discuss all issues in depth.
There is no indication media changes are ending anytime soon. Since I’m uncertain
of the value of constructing a detailed map of shifting sands – the same way that an
in-depth analysis of World War II written in 1942 would be interesting as a time
capsule for posterity, but of limited value as a map of the situation two years on – I
have not aimed to build a piece of research of lasting, permanent value, but rather
something that can be useful and practically applicable over the next few years.
For these reasons I have chosen to only do a cursory analysis of the media's role in
democracy for my own background, and have focused on an expert interview
approach, to collect central media thinkers' and doers' ideas around a best
practice.

Background analysis
My background analysis is based on the functions defined in Michael Schudson's
essay 'Six or seven things news can do for democracy'. This list provides good, basic
definitions of the various roles of media in democracy:

I.
II.
III.
IV.
V.
VI.
VII.

INFORMATION
INVESTIGATION [watchdog function]
ANALYSIS [explaining]
SOCIAL EMPATHY
PUBLIC FORUM
MOBILIZATION
(PUBLICIZING REPRESENTATIVE DEMOCRACY) 76

For the purpose of my research, I have viewed Schudson's list as a set of different
underlying intentions and journalistic methodologies, all drawing on a mostly
common set of structures; apart from V. Public forum – which is a bit more complex –,
all these mainly rely on journalistic and editorial intentions and methods applied to
information, followed by distribution.

76

Schudson, op.cit.
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In my understanding, the underlying intentions and principles that guide the
methods are mainly unchanged. Also, methods have not changed that much (though
the tool set has been expanded). What has changed, is mainly the distribution, and
the content environment the news arrive in. Also, new players have entered the
previously rather exclusive arena.
In the conclusion of his 2008 essay, Schudson discusses the approaching changes
brought on by the internet:
The informative, investigative and social empathy functions that journalism
has sometimes offered democracy may get redistributed across different
journalistic and non-journalistic organizations. They may not be as centrally
concentrated in newspapers and television as they once were. In the long
run, this is not something to fear. It is something to work with […] We
should be open to its possibilities and recognize that the unruliness of a
decentralized and multi-voiced informational system may be among
democracy's greatest assets.77

This was written a few years before social media became mainstream. So in addition
to the functions he mentions (information, investigation and social empathy – which
the world of blogs and citizen journalists provided then), it can be argued that other
items as well in Schudson's list may be in flux now, 8 years later.
Larger changes during the last years that may have relevance for media's democratic
role, are:
 The extreme abundance of online content
 Content is increasingly distributed with no editors involved
 The public debate is moving into a new online sphere
None of these are inherently bad – or good – for the media. But they change the
game, eventually forcing media that are considering themselves part of the
democratic system to rethink the ways they perform their functions for democracy.
On the basis of these changes, I have extracted a manageable number of impacted
underlying functions in how media serves democracy, and I examine more deeply
how editorial media can continue providing society with the following in a changing
ecosystem:



77

ibid.

Editorial functions; offering assistance in maneuvreing information,
underlining the important and giving a fair picture
Verified information as basis for understanding, discussions, decisions and
elections

42


Inclusive and informed public debate on central topics

The first two of these are – to varying degrees – central and common to all points in
Schudson's list. The last one primarily relates to his point V. Public forum, but is also
indirectly impacted by several others. This one is greatly changed – especially by
social media.

Interviews
To make the research as practically applicable as possible, I have chosen to interview
a selection of key thinkers and practitioners within the media, hoping to pull
together fresh experience from the front, and an understanding of the bigger picture
to find good solutions for critical issues.
The interviewees have been selected to represent major actors within public
spirited journalism, political journalism, new digital-only actors, online activism,
social media, and central media commenters and academics.
Interviews have been conducted partly face to face, partly via Skype, and in one
instance in written form, during April and May 2016.
After the interviews, answers have been edited for clarity and brevity, summarised
and systematised in the light of the framework, and filtered down to a manageable
set of six points that could be done by media to improve democracy.
The basis for making these specific six points are that they:
• Cluster sub-issues around common themes
• Resonate with issues from my background research
• Cover issues common to several interviewees
• Focus on realistic adjustments in larger newsrooms
To my best knowledge the points are at a level where they point slightly ahead of the
mainstream, but not so far ahead that they seem incomprehensible – and they
should be practically possible to implement in the real world.
The chosen method's strength is in unearthing the practices and the thinking of
people who are good at something.
One weakness of the method is that it is largely grounded in practice, rather than
theory, making it less suited for checking whether something is true or not, as a
method for robust classification, for finding the relative value of things, or bringing
theory forward. The ‘today’ focus also brings a risk of not looking far enough ahead.
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Terminology
In the literature on democracy and media, terms like ‘journalism’ or ‘news’ are often
used to describe what’s being done – maybe because a lot of the science in this field
is from a time when newspapers, radio and TV was the only way to connect society
on a daily basis. The stuff that had the most impact for democracy was mainly
classified as news content, and the people who worked with it were mainly
journalists.
Today, it is arguably possible for bodies and infrastructures that aren’t journalistic
publications to fulfil several democratic functions. As mentioned in the
introduction, the democratic intermediary functions between the public and
government need not be done by journalism; they just need to be done.
For the purpose of this paper the term ‘the media’ is used to mean anything that
connects members of society with each other and their government on a larger scale.
There are some subdivisions of 'the media':
‘Editorial media’ is used to mean media companies that mainly employ people to
write and edit content, ‘traditional media’ to mean the subset of these again that also
publish 'old media' newspapers, TV or radio, and ‘social media’ is used to signify
media operations that mainly does not create or edit content, but that are vehicles for
its users’ own output, alongside content from editorial media, NGOs, brands, and
other actors.
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Delineation
My selection criteria for further analysis have been:
• Issues that can be handled within most larger newsrooms
• Issues crucial to the democracy of today
• Issues possible to contribute value to within the limitations of my research
This will for instance mean that, even though the following are all major issues, the
shift from a plurality of editorial media to monolithic social media, the slow political
dismantling of Public Service in several countries, serious ownership issues, and the
financing of commercial media have been kept aside. They are hard to solve – the
last one maybe even impossible – and the search for solutions belongs in
boardrooms or even governments, not in the newsroom.
As I have chosen to keep financing issues aside, the impact of paywalls has not been
discussed more deeply – I will only cursorily mention that they have been mentioned
as a possible obstacle to general access to parts of the public discourse, and this
could be an issue that should be looked into.
The complexities of different models of democracy and their demands on media 78,
varying states of democracy79, and issues in media ownership and control80 are also
hard to cover inside a single, coherent research paper without sacrificing most other
topics.
Therefore I have, for the purpose of the paper, limited my discussion to more-or-less
well functioning, existing liberal democracies in nations with more-or-less well functioning
media – as seen in Northern Europe.

No utopian visions today
This should not be taken to mean that I consider today's democracies or media in
Northern Europe perfect – I don't. With the possibilities offered by digital tools, I
think we could build ourselves significantly different, and perhaps better
democracies. But that belongs in a different research project.
Which means this paper's understanding of democracy, and its demands on media
has been pragmatic, with democracy taken to mean more or less what Strömbäck81
calls Competitive Democracy, leaning towards the Mandate variety.

Strömbäck, op.cit.
ibid.
80 P. Bajomi-Lázár, 'Political Actors and the Colonization of the Media' Media and Politics in New
Democracies: Europe in a Comparative Perspective, Oxford University Press
DOI:10.1093/acprof:oso/9780198747536.001.0001, 2015
81 Strömbäck, ibid.
78
79
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Warning: This is not the entire picture
Finally, just a quick warning, which also carries a deeper meta-message:
There is more.
Psychologist Daniel Kahneman operates with the concept What You See Is All There Is,
or WYSIATI, as he shortens it:
The confidence that individuals have in their beliefs depends mostly on the
quality of the story they can tell about what they see, even if they see little.
We often fail to allow for the possibility that evidence that should be critical
to our judgment is missing – what we see is all there is.82

The six items in this paper are of course not the only six things media can do to help
strengthen democracy, though I do think they can be a good place to start.
But also, the same WYSIATI concept is equally central to the understanding of media
use in an age of attention:
In a noisy media environment, where it is difficult to get an overview, it can be
easy to accept a more-or-less credibly looking piece of information as the entire
truth. It seldom is.
That puts an extra responsibility on media operations who would like to think of
themselves as pillars of society.

82

Kahneman, op.cit. p. 87
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List of interviewees
I'm deeply indebted to my interviewees, who have generously given of their time,
answering questions, challenging muddled assumptions: You have brought my
understanding of the subject a lot further. I feel bad for not having space for even
more of the deep insight you've provided me with.
Stephen Herrmann
Editorial Director, BBC Monitoring, former Editor, BBC News Online
Tin Radovani
Strategist, BBC News Group
Wolfgang Blau
Chief Digital Officer, Condé Nast International
Andrew Sparrow
Political correspondent, The Guardian
Anushka Asthana
Joint political editor, The Guardian
Mona Chalabi
Data Editor, Guardian US
Helen Lewis
Deputy Editor, New Statesman
Janine Gibson
Editor-In-Chief, BuzzFeed UK
Jim Waterson
Politics Editor, BuzzFeed UK
Theo Lomas
Elections and Campaigns Specialist, Facebook
Joanna Geary
EMEA Lead @TwitterMoments, Twitter
Ricken Patel
Executive Director, Avaaz
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Thomas Baekdal
Media Analyst, Baekdal Media
Alan Rusbridger
Principal, Lady Margaret Hall, University of Oxford, former Editor-In-Chief, The
Guardian
Nic Newman
Research Associate, Reuters Institute for the Study of Journalism, Uni. of Oxford
Rasmus Kleis Nielsen
Director of Research, Reuters Institute for the Study of Journalism, Uni. of Oxford
Emily J. Bell
Director, Tow Center for Digital Journalism Columbia J. School
Irene Costera Meijer
Professor of Journalism, VU University Amsterdam
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