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The digitization of media has undermined much of the social authority and
economic viability on which U.S. journalism relied during the 20th century. This
disruption has also opened a central tension for the profession: how to reconcile the need
for occupational control against growing opportunities for citizen participation. How that
tension is navigated will affect the ultimate shape of the profession and its place in
society.

This dissertation examines how the leading nonprofit actor in journalism, The
John S. and James L. Knight Foundation, has sought to help journalism innovate out of
its professional crisis. This case study engages a series of mixed methods —including
interviews, textual analysis, and secondary data analysis—to generate a holistic portrayal
of how the Knight Foundation has attempted to transform itself and the journalism field
in recent years, particularly through its signature Knight News Challenge innovation

contest.



From a sociology of professions perspective, I found that the Knight Foundation
altered the rhetorical and actual boundaries of journalism jurisdiction. Knight moved
away from “journalism” and toward “information” as a way of seeking the wisdom of the
crowd to solve journalism’s problems. This opening up of journalism’s boundaries
created crucial space in which innovators, from inside and outside journalism, could step
in and bring change to the field. In particular, these changes have allowed the concept of
citizen participation, which resides at the periphery of mainstream newswork, to become
embraced as an ethical norm and a founding doctrine of journalism innovation. The result
of these efforts has been the emergence of a new rendering of journalism—one that
straddles the professional-participatory tension by attempting to “ferry the values” of
professional ideals even while embracing new practices more suited to a digital
environment.

Ultimately, this case study matters for what it suggests about professions in
turbulent times. Influential institutions can bring change to their professional fields by
acting as boundary-spanning agents—stepping outside the traditional confines of their
field, altering the rhetorical and structural borders of professional jurisdiction to invite
external contribution and correction, and altogether creating the space and providing the

capital for innovation to flourish.
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INTRODUCTION

Chapter 1: Digital Disruption and Innovation in Journalism

It was June 10, 2008, and the man who oversees the world’s leading journalism
foundation, with $2 billion in assets, stepped to the lectern at a gathering of nonprofit,
business and media leaders in Boston, Massachusetts. Alberto Ibargiien, president and
chief executive officer of The John S. and James L. Knight Foundation, proceeded to
deliver perhaps the most consequential speech! in the foundation’s nearly six decades—
one that would articulate a Media Innovation Initiative that has become the touchstone
around which the Knight Foundation has sought to transform itself, the journalism field
in which it resides, and even philanthropy at large.

Ibargiien began by outlining the foundation’s baseline concern: Historically, the
reach of a local newspaper or radio station nicely coincided with the geographic
boundaries of government and civic life, such that news media played an essential role in
developing a Aristotelian “sphere of shared information” to serve a given community.
However, the digitization of media has turned this arrangement upside down, both for
good and ill —at once enhancing our abilities to forge virtual communities around the
globe, while also undercutting the essential functions and capacity of local media to
inform physical-space communities in which we still live, work, vote, and pay taxes.
Amid this disruption, Ibargiien said, the Knight Foundation had made a pivotal shift: no
longer fretting about the fate of the news industry, but instead being concerned for the
future of news and information—and how media innovation and experimentation could

shape the civic information of the future. In his speech, Ibargiien said:

I For the full text, see
http://www knightfdn.org/news/press room/knight press releases/detail.dot?id=330912.
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[T]here’s little to be gained from lamenting how the media landscape has
changed. A more productive approach is to embrace the change and make it
yours, infusing it with your values. That’s what we’ve chosen to do at Knight
Foundation. We believe technology can strengthen community information, and
through that information, communities themselves. ... Today, our work is focused
on innovation and experimentation. The question we ask is not “How do we save
newspapers?” The question is, “How do we save effective communication that
communities need to manage their affairs in this democracy?” In other words,
how do we save journalism in the digital age?

This turn away from the newspaper industry, to which the Knight Foundation
long had a close relationship after it was born out of the Knight brothers’ newspaper
company in 1950, was no small step. It signaled that, in looking for answers to the
problem of preserving “effective communication” for communities to function, the
Knight Foundation was looking outside its familiar home in the journalism profession,
where it has famously funded mid-career training programs and other initiatives that
serve the news industry. Instead, as Ibargiien described, Knight was embracing a media
innovation strategy of open experimentation, of engaging with philanthropists in other
fields, and of trusting the “wisdom of the crowd” to guide its efforts. In doing this, the
foundation was implying that it was less concerned with saving the traditional means of
doing journalism (via a professional news industry) and more interested in preserving the
outcomes of journalism—the civically important information that leads to “informed and

engaged communities,” to use the foundation’s slogan.
A PROFESSION UNDER PRESSURE

How the Knight Foundation has sought to negotiate this challenge, of preserving
the core outcomes of journalism even as the professional means of doing journalism
struggle to survive, is the subject of this dissertation. The Knight Foundation matters
because, as I will explain through this case study, it is uniquely positioned as a

professional steward for journalism: an organization that holds great influence within the

2



profession as the leading funder of journalism education, training, and research and
development; yet, at the same time, it is an organization that is not entirely beholden to
the news industry, and therefore has the autonomy to move beyond the professional
limitations of “journalism” and its ideology (see Deuze, 2005b). As I will argue here, this
boundary-spanning position—through which the foundation is both embedded in the
profession and yet can remain apart from it to suit its purposes—has allowed Knight to
step outside of journalism in order to bring change back in. In this way, the Knight
Foundation offers a point of entry through which to understand the larger phenomenon of
professional innovation, or the (attempted) innovation of a professional field as catalyzed
by an influential and well-positioned actor within that field.

These are complex times for professions. Never have there been more occupations
attempting to professionalize themselves for purposes of status and occupational control
(Noordegraaf, 2007), and yet professionalism in the developed world increasingly is
under “assault” (Freidson, 2001, p. 179) from a confluence of social and market
pressures: e.g., organizational demands for cost-cutting and profits, a growing distrust of
elites generally, and a do-it-yourself culture that looks with increasing scorn on the
specialized education and bureaucratic barriers to entry that professions cultivate. If
professions, by definition, have jurisdiction (Abbott, 1988) through to which to govern a
body of knowledge and the practice of that expertise, with an ideological interest in doing
“good work” (Gardner, Csikszentmihalyi & Damon, 2001) for society that transcends a
corporate imperative—then threats to the profession are primarily struggles over
boundaries (Gieryn, 1983): about the rhetoric and material delimitations of insiders and

outsiders, of what counts as ethical practice, and so on. These are questions, ultimately,



of control, and of professions’ capacity for exercising that control to fulfill their
normative functions.

In the early years of the 21st century, amid the disruption brought on by the
digitization of information, few professions have been buffeted quite like U.S.
journalism,? which has seen its economic stability and social authority eroded
dramatically (for an overview of the crisis, see Downie & Schudson, 2009). Amid this
change, however, the story of journalism professionalism, captured in an array of
academic studies, has been one of relative stasis—of resistance or reluctance on the part
of news institutions to change fundamental elements of their culture and praxis in the face
of existential threats, and of an occupational ideology of journalism that remains
“operationally closed” (Deuze, 2008b, pp. 20-21).3 To be sure, newspapers have become
digitized, and the journalists working for them have moved beyond thinking like “print
people” (Boczkowski, 2004, p. 187). Even Deuze (2008b) acknowledges “tears” on the
surface of journalism as “enthusiastic multimedia reporters experience institutional or
technological change as empowering and liberating” (p. 21). But, in general, changes in
technologies and audiences have been “normalized” (Singer, 2005) to suit longstanding
rituals and routines of newswork, and therefore to reinforce a professional sense of
importance (Williams, Wardle & Wahl-Jorgensen, 2010). In all, the primary struggle for

Jjournalism today is one of negotiating the capacity of networked technologies for open,

2 The argument over whether journalism should be classified as a profession or “semi-profession”
(Witschge & Nygren, 2009) is taken up in Chapter 3. Suffice it to say here that it matters less how much
journalism resembles a “classical” profession such as medicine or law than it does how journalism has
sought to professionalize itself (Anderson, 2008b; Schudson & Anderson, 2008).

3 In his examination of news institutions, technologies, cultures, and organizations, Deuze (2008b) finds
journalism to be an “operationally closed, self-organizing, and self-defensive social system, communicating
social and technological affordances in terms of the various ways in which they might “fit’ existing
(informal) hierarchies, and traditions of doing newswork” (p. 21).
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transparent, and dialogical forms of engagement with audiences, against professional

defensiveness and reassertion of control.
STUDY PURPOSE

This dissertation, however, is not another recounting of a profession under siege,
nor of institutional journalism’s general disregard for systemic innovation. Rather, this is
the story of how change does occur within professions, or at least how catalytic agents of
innovation seek to make that change occur by attempting to shift the way professions
think about and act upon their normative roles in society. This is the story of how one
nonprofit foundation with decades of close relations with the news industry, The John S.
and James L. Knight Foundation, has undertaken an ambitious effort to bring innovation
to journalism. The foundation has done this in part by working to shift the emphasis from
“journalism” to “information,” thus attempting to open up journalism—its definition, and
the boundaries around its practice—to a wider set of fields, interests, and actors. The
underlying tension in all of this is the struggle for journalism’s soul: how to reconcile the
need for professional control against the impulse for greater user participation. How that
tension is navigated will affect the ultimate shape of the profession and its place in
society.

Thus, the purpose of this dissertation is three-fold: (a) to explore how the Knight
Foundation has negotiated the tension between professional control and open
participation in journalism; (b) to understand if and how that negotiation has been
manifest in its signature innovation initiative, the Knight News Challenge; and (c) to
discuss the implications of Knight’s innovation logic for the profession of journalism.
This case study engages a series of qualitative and quantitative methods —including

textual analysis of key policy texts, interviews with foundation leaders and the innovators



they have funded, and secondary-data analysis—to generate a holistic portrayal of how
the Knight Foundation has sought to transform itself in recent years, and how that in turn

has influenced its efforts to change the field of journalism broadly.
DIGITIZATION AND JOURNALISM

Contemporary digital technologies have shifted the news communication
paradigm from one-to-many broadcasts to more diffuse and multi-directional many-to-
many networked flows (Castells, 2007). For institutional journalism, this ongoing
transformation undermines the crucial elements of authority (Robinson, 2007), expertise
(Anderson, 2008a), and gatekeeping control over information (Shoemaker & Vos, 2009)
that historically endowed the press with professional prestige in society and monopolistic
power in local advertising markets. For much of the 20th century, both the business
models and the news-making models of U.S. journalism were highly stable and
successful enterprises because they took advantage of scarcity, exclusivity, and control.
They dominated the means of media production, access to expert source material, and
distribution to wide audiences. Digitization, however, has challenged each of those
elements; in a world of ones and zeros, information is no longer scarce, hard to produce,
nor difficult to repurpose and share. This development challenges journalists’ dual claims
to material control and cultural authority in mediating public discourse. Under these
conditions of digitization and dissolution of professional moorings, how does
Jjournalism—as an idea system of culture and values, as well as a practice seeking
economic viability —reconstitute and reorient itself?

This general problem forms the backdrop for this study. I take up a central tension
for 21st century journalism, examining the unresolved interplay between professional

control and open participation. I introduce two guiding concepts that help to codify the



polarities on each side of this tension: the professional logic and participatory logic of
media work. A “logic” is an organizing framework that embodies taken-for-granted
assumptions about a particular rationale or ideology —in this case, an encompassing sense
for how one ought to work with and within the media under certain conditions and
assumptions (c.f., Deuze, 2007). On the one hand, the logic of professionalism implies a
degree of control, rhetorically and materially, over a body of knowledge; on the other,
participatory forms of media creation and circulation are unregulated, distributed, and
therefore outside the bounds of institutional control by nature. Thus, in the context of
Jjournalism, a professional logic is one that seeks to retain control over content, in the
normative role as society’s gatekeeping steward. Alternatively, a participatory logic seeks
to distribute that control over content to end-users, thus democratizing the process of
media production and distribution through digital networks.

In the sociological study of journalism, this struggle for control has become an
emerging area of focus, beginning with early studies of newspapers’ transition to the Web
(e.g., Boczkowski, 2004). However, this professional—participatory polarity has become
even more prominent in recent literature on blogging, citizen journalism, and other facets
of the read-write, socially networked internet* of today (among many others, see Bruns,
2008; Carlson, 2007; Deuze, 2009a; Deuze, Bruns & Neuberger, 2007; Domingo &
Heinonen, 2008; Domingo et al., 2008; Hermida & Thurman, 2008; Kern & Nam, 2009;
Lewis, Kaufhold & Lasorsa, 2010; Lowrey, 2006; Mitchelstein & Boczkowski, 2009;
O'Sullivan & Heinonen, 2008; Robinson, 2006; Robinson, 2010; Singer & Ashman,
2009b; Singer, 2007; Singer, 2010; Thurman & Lupton, 2008; Thurman, 2008). This

7331

4 In line with current trends in internet studies (Markham & Baym, 2008, p. vii), I will lower-case the “i,
in part to reflect that the internet is just another generic medium like newspapers or television. However, all
references to “Web” use the capitalized “W” to reflect its origins in the proper name World Wide Web.
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strand of literature has highlighted the extent to which the profession’s sense of self has
been tested in the digital media environment. The rise of user-generated content, in
particular, presents not only practical challenges to newswork but also philosophical
questions about occupational values (Lewis et al., 2010; Singer, 2010). As Singer and
Ashman (2009b) describe these questions: “If the content space is shared, is
responsibility for the content itself also shared? Who decides what is credible, true, or
even newsworthy in the first place? What happens to the prized journalistic norm of
autonomy in this environment?” (p. 4)

But, for institutional journalism at large, digitization has brought more than
challenges to its sense of authority and identity. An equally vexing challenge has come
from the erosion of longstanding business models for news (Downie & Schudson, 2009).
The troubles are particularly acute for U.S. metropolitan newspapers, which have seen
spiraling losses in readership, revenue, and market value as their control over local
advertising has unraveled, resulting in mass layoffs and diminished output (e.g., see
Anderson, 2009; Compton & Benedetti, 2010; Franklin, 2008; Meyer, 2009; Singer,
2008a; Thurman & Myllylahti, 2009). This weakened position contributes to a downward
spiral, as fewer resources contribute to poorer quality, which in turn leads to less
penetration in the local market and less influence in shaping public discourse (Jones,
2009; Meyer, 2009).

Thus, in much of western society but particularly in the United States, the
traditional modes of funding the news (via for-profit advertising) and making the news
(via professional gatekeeping) are in crisis like never before. These circumstances have

created much professional and scholarly controversy and concern over the future of



journalism—including pessimistic portrayals of its imminent “death,” as well as

optimism for a “rebirth” and return to its less-commercialized roots.>
RESEARCH PROBLEM

However, amid this debate, there remains relatively little empirical work that
examines attempts being made to build a different kind of future for journalism, such as
ongoing experimentation with novel methods of nonprofit funding (e.g., Fremont-Smith,
2009) and more open-source assembling of news (e.g., Muthukumaraswamy, 2010).

The critical question is: How are journalistic actors attempting to innovate their
way out of this professional crisis, and with what potential implications for future norms
of organizing, underwriting, and reporting the news in western society? Placing this
question in the context of professional and participatory logics for media work, I want to
understand the frames of reference adopted by key innovators in the journalism field, to
comprehend if and how they associate their innovation efforts with a particular emphasis
on control or participation. For instance, how are they reconciling this tension of control
over content? For them, which logic is more salient? How does the logic they adopt
toward professional control relate to the media content they facilitate? How do they

define their role as journalists?

3 For a number of scholarly voices articulating both perspectives, see Journalism’s special issue on “The
Future of Journalism” (2009, vol. 10, issue 3).



Figure 1:  The Intersection of News Assembly and News Subsidy in Journalism Work.
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These dual concerns for sustainable models of making and subsidizing the news
can be visualized as two intersecting dimensions, as presented in Figure 1. For much of
the past century, U.S. journalism mostly has occurred in Q1: gathered, filtered, and
disseminated through a closed process of professional control, and underwritten by for-
profit advertising and subscription revenue. This occurred primarily because the costs of
mass communication were so high, requiring a trained class of practitioners who could
follow efficient routines in delivering a generalized product that could attract a wide
audience. As such, professional gatekeepers operating in Q1 simultaneously provided and
controlled access to a scarce and ephemeral resource—news information (Shirky, 2008,
p- 57). Digitization, however, has dramatically lowered those barriers to entry, enabling
media to be produced in a more open, distributed fashion among the networked masses —
in effect flipping the equation from one of information scarcity to potential abundance, in
a few short years. Meanwhile, the concurrent decline in the for-profit advertising model
has caused a number of philanthropists and foundations—many concerned about the
absence of high-quality journalism—to explore new methods of non-profit subsidy
(Downie & Schudson, 2009). The result has been a proliferation and fragmentation of
news models in each of the four quadrants pictured in Figure 1.

Consider the case of San Diego, California: In the local news market, legacy
media such as the Union-Tribune newspaper remain rooted in Q1, though with vastly
diminished resources; in Q2, Voice of San Diego, with its growing stable of news
professionals and nonprofit funding from wealthy donors and foundations, focuses on
“accountability journalism,” or local investigative reporting; and in Q3, the San Diego
News Network (SDNN) has a for-profit website that features less original reporting and
more aggregation of local information, including from non-professional bloggers

11



(Downie & Schudson, 2009, pp. 35-38). In San Diego as elsewhere, what remains less
understood is Q4: the space in which news is put together in a more participatory fashion,
and subsidized through not-for-profit or alternative means—as in the case of Wikinews
and Wikipedia (Lih, 2009; Mclntosh, 2008; Thorsen, 2008; Vis, 2009), or other forms of
user-controlled media production. This fourth quadrant, precisely because it presents the
starkest contrast to traditional modes of assembling and subsidizing news, represents a
compelling context in which to see the character of a participatory logic and its apparent
threat to the professional logic. For this reason, and because the activities in Q4 remain
under-examined in empirical research, this intersection of participation and nonprofit
funding is the focus of this study.

In sum, institutional journalism faces twin crises of assembly (how should news
be put together?) and subsidy (who will pay for it?). As legacy news organizations have
seemed paralyzed in resolving both problems (Anderson, 2009), non-profit foundations
have stepped forward to stimulate and underwrite innovation on a wide scale (Downie &
Schudson, 2009; Kurpius, Metzgar & Rowley, 2010; Shaver, 2010). Most prominent
among these foundations is the Knight Foundation. It has given more than $400 million
to journalism-related initiatives during its long and often close relationship with the
profession, but more than half of those funds have been invested in the past decade alone.
Moreover, in the five years since Ibargiien, a former newspaper publisher, was named
president and CEO, a large portion of those funds have shifted from traditional
journalism projects (e.g., endowing chairs in journalism schools, or underwriting mid-
career training programs for professionals) to more experimental —and risky —initiatives
intended to stimulate innovation in journalism (Wilhelm, 2009). Knight has invested

millions in supporting news startups in California, Minnesota, Missouri, and Texas (to
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name just a few; for examples and details, see Kurpius et al., 2010), and underwritten a
whole series of grants focused on citizen and collaborative forms of journalism—in short,
projects out of the mainstream mold.

The signature effort of this process, of the foundation’s self-described
“transformation,” is the Knight News Challenge, a five-year, $25 million contest that
seeks to fund “innovative ideas that develop platforms, tools and services to inform and
transform community news, conversations and information distribution” using digital
media (Knight News Challenge, 2010a).¢ For the Knight Foundation and philanthropies
at large, the Knight News Challenge represents a key shift from traditional grant-making
in that the contest is open to all: individuals as well as organizations, for-profit firms as
well as non-profit institutions, and (crucially) non-journalists as well as professionals.
Because of the openness of the contest, as well as the wide media coverage and acclaim
that its winners have generated, the Knight News Challenge has assumed an outsized role
in setting the agenda for news innovation as “the most high-profile competition in the
future-of-news space” (Benton, 2010).

To recap, at a time of great disruption for journalism’s sense of identity and
modes of operating, the Knight Foundation has emerged as an increasingly pivotal player
in the journalism field. It directs much of the experimentation at the edges of the field as
a primary funding source for news startups, an incubator of innovation, and a promoter of
distinctly non-traditional ways of doing journalism. At the same time, however, it retains
great influence at the core of the profession with its reliable support of journalism
schools, associations, and mid-career training programs (see Chapter 5 for details). This

expanding footprint of investment and influence —at a time when journalism’s

6 See http://newschallenge.org/.
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professional core has been contracting as legacy news institutions shrink —raises some
questions of professional and scholarly concern: What is the Knight Foundation hoping to
accomplish in all of this? How is it intending to transform the profession of journalism,
and with what potential consequences for the future of the field and its innovation in the
digital age? In recent times, the efforts and output of the Knight Foundation’s funding
have been mentioned variously on journalism blogs (e.g., Poynter Online and Nieman
Journalism Lab) and in the trade press (e.g., Nieman Reports and Columbia Journalism
Review), but to date no published scholarly research has attempted a systematic
investigation of the foundation’s attempt to innovate journalism. This void is particularly
silent on the question of professional and participatory logics of newswork: How is the
Knight Foundation negotiating issues of professional control and open participation, and
with what kind of impact and import for the professional field?

The purpose of this case study, therefore, is three-fold: (a) to explore how the
Knight Foundation has negotiated the tension between professional control and open
participation in journalism; (b) to understand if and how that negotiation has been
manifest in its signature innovation initiative, the Knight News Challenge; and (c) to
discuss the implications of Knight’s innovation logic for the profession of journalism. In
this dissertation, I conduct a case study of the Knight Foundation’s efforts to transform
itself and the journalism field, based on a close reading of key policy texts and through
interviews with foundation leaders. To this I add a more focused and particular study of
the Knight News Challenge in its first three contest cycles (2007, 2008, 2009). Through a
mixed-methods approach—a quantitative examination of data on more than 5,000
applicants, as well as a qualitative textual analysis of winning proposals and interviews

with select winners—I seek to understand how the contest came to be, what kind of

14



innovations it has attracted and awarded, and how its winners see their work in relation to
professional control and open participation. In the interviews and analysis, I put special
emphasis on those winning innovators who intended to establish news
organizations/platforms, to assess how they negotiated the professional-participatory
tension in the work of doing journalism. Put together, this course of research can be seen
as a three-step progression: from the macro-level view of the Knight Foundation, to a
meso-level considerations of the News Challenge, to a micro-level analysis of select
News Challenge winners who sought to engage in journalism. Through it all, my ultimate
aim 1s to understand how these organizational and individual actors perceive and act upon
journalism in relation to professional and participatory logics of newswork.

Knowing how news innovators perceptually reconcile these logics and
incorporate them in their projects is important for what it might suggest about the future
of journalism. The professional logic of control historically has afforded journalists the
crucial access, authority, and audience reach through which to hold powerful interests
accountable on society’s behalf. Furthermore, the professional logic brings with it a code
of ethics, quality-control standards, and a truth-seeking imperative —in short, a number of
beneficial elements that society needs (Beam, 1990; Shirky, 2008, p. 58). Thus, to the
extent that innovators are discarding the professional logic, that might portend a poorer
journalism, one ill-equipped to fulfill its normative mission. However, such a pessimistic
view assumes that journalism’s society-serving functions can only (or best) be met in an
environment of control over content. Perhaps news innovators are embracing a hybrid
logic of professionalism and participation that facilitates truth-seeking within a

framework that also accommodates greater citizen participation—itself a democratic
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ideal. These questions underscore the importance of understanding where the field is
headed based on the perceptions and intentions of its innovators.

The Knight Foundation and its News Challenge winners by themselves do not
constitute a statistically representative sample of the field’s innovators, but the highly
publicized nature of their efforts gives them an agenda-setting influence that warrants
further study. In coming to see how these innovators perceive and act upon professional
and participatory logics, I hope to contribute to the field’s understanding of the
profession’s present innovations and likely future orientation toward longstanding
democratic goals. In short, I intend to show how these innovators are attempting to shape
the journalism ethics of the future. To make such claims, however, I need to establish the
rationale for and significance of examining the Knight Foundation and its News
Challenge contest, placing both entities in the context of philanthropy and social
entrepreneurship, disruptive change in journalism and media, and the role of nonprofit

foundations in the innovation of journalism.
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BACKGROUND

Chapter 2: The Case and its Context

The purpose of this study is to explore how the Knight Foundation has negotiated
the tension between professional control and open participation in journalism; to
understand if and how that negotiation has been manifest in its signature innovation
initiative, the Knight News Challenge; and to discuss the implications of Knight’s
innovation logic for the profession of journalism. Before proceeding with these analyses,
we need a baseline understanding of the Knight Foundation and the News Challenge, and
an appreciation for how they both fit in a transformed landscape of philanthropy and
social innovation. This chapter sets forth a basic history of the foundation and its
relationship with journalism; an overview of the foundation’s media innovation strategy
and the central place of the Knight News Challenge in that effort; and, finally, a look at

how Knight’s initiatives fit within a broader framework of change in nonprofits.

KNIGHT FOUNDATION

The John S. and James L. Knight Foundation is widely considered the leading
nonprofit supporter of journalism in the United States, in addition to its substantial
influence in press-related issues around the globe. Its history cannot be understood apart
from journalism, in that the foundation owes its very existence to a newspaper fortune.
The eponymous Knight brothers established the foundation in 1950, using $9,047 they
transferred from a scholarship fund set up a decade earlier to honor their late father,
Charles Landon Knight. During its early years, the foundation, then based in Akron,
Ohio, kept a low profile, making small grants for education and journalism causes.

Contributions primarily came from the Akron Beacon Journal and The Miami Herald,
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and then from other Knight-owned newspapers as well, which initiated the foundation’s
tradition of giving grants to those cities where Knight published newspapers.

A turning point came in 1965 when the foundation received its first major
infusion of assets: 185,000 shares of Knight Newspapers stock from the Knights’ mother,
Clara I. Knight. When those shares were later sold in 1972, the foundation’s assets
ballooned from $3 million to more than $24 million, kick-starting an expanded grant
program to serve the “Knight communities” and also setting a course for investing in
journalism. At that time, “journalism, especially the education of journalists, became a
matter of more pronounced funding interest.”” In 1975 —shortly after Knight Newspapers
merged with Ridder Publications to become Knight-Ridder, the largest U.S. newspaper
company at the time —Jack Knight, the majority shareholder, bequeathed the bulk of his
estate to the foundation. He died in 1981, and by 1986 the foundation had received a full
transfer of funds, which totaled more than $428 million—a 20-fold increase in assets.
Suddenly, the Knight Foundation was the 21st-largest U.S. foundation based on asset
size. By the time the foundation received Jim Knight’s $200 million bequest in 1991, it
was operating in 26 communities and deepening its commitment to journalism training.
Thus, while the foundation was in its founding and always has been a private foundation,
independent of the Knight family’s business interests, there was no mistaking its
professional-cultural roots, given its journalism-centric two-fold mission: “committed to
preserving, protecting and invigorating a free press at home and abroad and to investing
in the 26 U.S. communities where the Knight brothers owned newspapers until their
deaths.” Today the foundation, now based in Miami, has some $2 billion in assets and has

made grants totaling more than $1 billion since its founding.

7 See http://www knightfoundation.org/about knight/history.dot, from which much of this historical
information is taken.
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Working at the intersection of politics, media and society, the Knight Foundation
has been cited as a case study of creativity and innovation because it uses a mix of
dynamic leadership, regular review, and flexibility in seeking to be a change agent, both
for journalism and communities as well as philanthropy at large. In their broad-based
study of “creative philanthropy,” Anheier and Leat (2006) include Knight among nine
foundations they profile, because it “operates in a fast-changing field in which many
threads and opportunities are present and frequently collide ... its grant-making program
is informed by a passion for free press and democracy, and its activities are characterized
by tenacity and risk-taking.” Moreover, “it is also a story of a foundation that is rooted in
local communities while pursuing national and increasingly international agendas” (p.
163). In seeking to broaden its influence, particularly during the past decade, the

foundation has given special attention to transformation as the watchword of its efforts.

We are a national foundation with local roots. We choose, as the Knight brothers
chose, to seek opportunities that can transform both communities and journalism,
and help them reach their highest potential. We advance journalism in the digital
age and invest in the vitality of communities where the Knight brothers owned
newspapers. We focus on projects that promote informed, engaged communities
and lead to transformational change. We believe that information is a core
community need. We want to ensure that all citizens get the information they need
to thrive in a democracy and act in their own best interest. And we ask, as we
evaluate opportunities and grants, “Is this truly transformational?®

If the foundation appeared to take risks when Anheier and Leat (2006) studied it
in 2003, it has sought an even greater experimental strategy in the years since, most
notably under the leadership of Alberto Ibargiien. Not long after Ibargiien came to the
foundation in 2005 by way of the newspaper business, he put the foundation through a

major re-evaluation that, while not explicitly altering Knight’s mission, has affected

8 See http://www knightfdn.org/about knight/.
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nearly every of its chief funding areas —perhaps nowhere more than in its flagship
program: journalism. The result has been a pull-back in funding traditional journalism
efforts (such as endowed chairs at journalism schools) and a full-throttle embrace of
experimentation (for examples, see Downie & Schudson, 2009; Massing, 2009; Nelson,
2009; Osnos, 2010; Sokolove, 2009; Wilhelm, 2009). The changes have caught the
attention of the news industry as well as the nonprofit community, as captured in this
Chronicle of Philanthropy article from July 2009, shortly after the crisis over

newspapers’ future reached a fever pitch:

With newspapers across America hemorrhaging revenue and readers, Alberto
Ibargiien has been billed as a kind of savior. As president of the John S. and
James L. Knight Foundation, one of the largest grant makers to support
journalism, senators sought his advice in May for a panel about the future of
journalism, while the title of a recent Forbes magazine profile of Mr. Ibargiien
asked: “Can this man save the news business?” At the same time he is shaking up
the news industry, the lawyer and former publisher of The Miami Herald is
shaking up philanthropy, earning a reputation as an innovator who embraces fast-
paced deadlines and a stop-the-presses willingness to make changes. ... Knight
seeks to circumvent the top-down nature of foundation giving and instead solicit
ideas from outsiders, be they charity leaders, business owners, or everyday
citizens. In the parlance of the digital revolution, Mr. Ibargiien says he is seeking
the “wisdom of the crowd.” (Wilhelm, 2009, p. 2)

To understand the scope of these changes, consider the foundation’s well-branded
commitment to its journalism program. This program includes areas of specialty:
newsroom diversity, press freedom advocacy, digital media, and training and education.
In the profession, the foundation perhaps is best known for its mid-career training
programs, including endowed fellowships at Stanford, Michigan, and Harvard, as well as
vast training initiatives, such as international fellowships and online education, that have

reached more than 100,000 journalists worldwide.” Most recently, the foundation has

9 See http://www knightfoundation.org/about knight/fact sheet.dot.
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contributed millions to supporting nonprofit news startups, a digital-focused reinvention
of National Public Radio, and professional partnerships for investigative reporting. All of
this investment in journalism has made Knight the leading philanthropic funder of
Journalism, surpassing the efforts of other groups such as the Gannett-affiliated Freedom
Forum, which has seen its endowment and ambitions shrink (see Baker, 2002; Heyboer,
2001).

Knight’s expansive influence in the profession is especially significant given the
recency of these efforts. During the foundation’s first 30 years, when it was still quite
small relative to major nonprofits, it invested less than $2 million in journalism
initiatives. Then, as the foundation’s assets grew, the funding for journalism accelerated:
from $30 million in the 1980s to $100 million in the 1990s to $300 million in the 2000s,
according to estimates made by Eric Newton, the foundation’s vice president over its
journalism program. “The reason is that, as it has become more and more clear that we
are entering a new age, a new digital age of news and information, the opportunities for
foundation work had become so much greater that it does justify the tripling and then

another tripling” (personal communication, March 25, 2010).
Media Innovation Initiative

Nevertheless, even with this dramatic widening of Knight’s commitment to the
press, it has become clear that the foundation is rethinking its priorities amid the
disruption for newspapers and journalism generally. Consider this comment made by
Ibargiien during his speech in Boston, in which he rolled out the foundation’s Media

Innovation Initiative:

Over time, we’ve invested $400 million to advance quality journalism and
freedom of expression. But the perhaps the most telling figure, the one that best
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describes our purpose and intent, is that in the last three years, we’ve committed
more than $100 million to media innovation initiatives.!0

The Media Innovation Initiative!! is the broad categorization for six projects:

* Knight News Challenge,'> which “funds innovative ideas for using digital media
to deliver news and information to geographically defined communities™;

* Knight Community Information Challenge,'?> which “offers matching grants to
foundations across America to support creative ways to keep communities informed and
engaged”;

* Knight Commission on Information Needs of Communities in a Democracy,'* a
high-level commission in partnership with The Aspen Institute to propose “public policy
to better meet information needs”;

* Universal Access, which represents Knight’s effort to help “communities across
the United States ensure digital access for every citizen;

* Carnegie-Knight Initiative,!> which “strives to transform journalism education in
the United States; and

* World Wide Web Foundation,'® which “seeks to advance the Web to empower
all people and benefit humanity.”!”

This six-part initiative finds its purpose in what Knight Foundation calls the
“information paradox”: Despite the growing abundance of information, people around the

globe still struggle to find the information they need to make basic decisions about their

10 Here and elsewhere throughout this dissertation, italicized emphasis is mine, unless otherwise noted.
11 See http://www knightfoundation.org/mii/

12www NewsChallenge .org

Bwww InformationNeeds.org

l4www KnightComm.org

ISwww Newslnitiative.org

16www .WebFoundation.org

17 See http://www knightfoundation.org/mii/
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lives in local community settings. “Knight Foundation wants to help define and meet the
information needs of communities in a democracy. ... Our strategy is experimental. Right
now, nobody knows all the answers. But the more experiments we seed, the more
approaches we explore, the more likely we are to find innovations that will serve
communities and strengthen journalism in the digital age.”!3

Thus, innovation conducted in the name of “information” has become the
foundation’s major project, for the moment. The first and most important piece of the
Media Innovation Initiative was and is the Knight News Challenge, which has funded
nearly half of the more than 100 media innovation experiments that Knight has
undertaken since 2007. Because the News Challenge is the foundation’s primary link
between innovation and journalism, understanding its philosophy and outcomes is
important for grasping the foundation’s overall emphasis for and influence upon the

journalism field.
KNIGHT NEWS CHALLENGE

The Knight News Challenge is a five-year, $25 million initiative to fund
innovative projects that seek to inform local communities through open-source digital
media. It does this using the “prize philanthropy” model that has become popular among
nonprofit foundations in recent years (see McKinsey & Company, 2009). This model
usually involves (1) offering a major award for solving a difficult problem, so as to
generate greater media attention and word-of-mouth buzz; (2) opening up the application
process to virtually anyone, to ensure the greatest possible diversity in applicants and
ideas; and, in some cases, (3) opening up the judging process as well, to allow crowds of

users and/or experts (external to the foundation) to play a larger role in determining

18 See http://www knightfoundation.org/mii/
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winners. In the case of the News Challenge, Knight gives up to $5 million annually for
“innovative ideas that develop platforms, tools and services to inform and transform
community news, conversations and information distribution and visualization” (Knight
News Challenge, 2010a).

These ideas may come from nonprofit and for-profit outfits alike, from
individuals as well as organizations, and with the intention of serving information needs
in any country in the world—far beyond the foundation’s traditional focus on the 26
“Knight communities” where the Knight brothers’ newspapers were traditionally located.
The News Challenge was announced in 2006, with its first grantees named in the summer
of 2007, and in the course of three years it has attracted roughly 8,000 applications —
from which 51 projects (or 0.006%) have won. The awards have ranged from $10,000 in
2009 to develop a newspaper content management system tool, to $5 million in 2007 to
set up the Center for Future Civic Media at MIT. The median grantee received $244,000.
(Details on the 51 winners—their affiliations, locations, and project descriptions—can be

found in Appendix A.)
Contest Criteria

The Knight News Challenge (motto: “You Invent It; We Fund It.”) has three
primary criteria: that projects (1) use digital, open-source technology, (2) distribute news
in the public interest, and (3) test their concepts in a local geographic community (see
Knight News Challenge, 2010b). These criteria reflect the Knight Foundation’s general
understandings about media today: Digital technologies are great at creating virtual
communities and connections, but comparatively poor at helping citizens understand and
act on problems at the geographic level where politics still takes place; therefore,

innovations need to address news and information needs in local communities, and
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should be open-source so as to be easily scaled and replicated in other communities if
they are successful. The Knight Foundation is less concerned with “invention” (creating
something from scratch) than with “innovation” (recombining existing products/services
for new purposes), because, as Ibargiien (2009) has made clear, “This is not a science
prize, and we’re not focused on figuring out the next ‘widget.” We’re interested in the
ways a ‘widget’ can be used to bring communities together.”

In addition to these rules (i.e., digital, open-source, innovative, local community),
there are more implicit criteria: e.g., that projects should encourage greater engagement
with local democracy and be able to “scale up” through replication in other locales.
Chapter 6 considers how these parameters and other factors (e.g., an applicant’s
background, the proposed features of her application, and so forth) are associated with

one’s likelihood of advancing in the News Challenge competition.

How the Judging Works

Knight News Challenge applications are screened by sets of judges chosen by the
foundation. In addition to Knight staff who are involved at every step of the way, the pool
of judges typically may include a mix of journalists, technologists, entrepreneurs,
academics, and former News Challenge winners, according to contest director Gary

Kebbel. He said:

In terms of their background, we are looking for a mix of young people and
people established in their careers, people who are in the journalism field, people
who are in the technology field, social networking, mobile—we try to have a mix
of lots of different types of specialties represented. We look for people who, as a
result of our travels or our meetings or our conferences, that we think basically
“get it.” (personal communication, February 24, 2010)

While complete lists of judges from the 2006-09 contest cycles are not publicly

available, in 2010 the foundation identified the set of 25 judges involved in choosing the
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latest winners; it did this in a blog post titled, “Knight Foundation is honored to host new
media innovators.”!® Among these invited judges determining the 2010 winners were the
managing editor for The Washington Post’s online operations; quite a few participants
labeled as “entrepreneurs” and “media consultants”; an expert in “social enterprise and
philanthropy”; another working on “participation in emerging democracies”; and media-
focused venture capitalists, among others.

However, it is important to note that this was the final-round set of judges. The
process of choosing Knight News Challenge winners is somewhat complex in that it
involves different sets of judges both within and across years. In a given contest year, one
set of judges—made up of Knight staff and outside experts —screens the initial group of
roughly 2,500 applications and whittles that down to approximately 250 finalists. These
elite 10% then submit more detailed proposals, which are evaluated by the same group
and reduced to roughly 50 candidates, or the top 2% overall. At that point, a new set of
judges—including Knight staff but mostly composed of outside experts —reviews these
top 50 and chooses the class of winners. The number of winners varies in size each year:
in 2007 it was a bumper crop of 26, in 2008 there were 16 winners, and in 2009 only 9.
Secondly, these groups of judges differ from year-to-year, making it that much more
difficult to draw precise conclusions from multi-year data. Finally, as Kebbel
acknowledged to me, the marketing and judging of the Knight News Challenge has
varied year-to-year according to the particular focus of the foundation: In the first contest
cycle, Knight sought to reach the journalism community; in 2008, it was the international

crowd; and in 2009 (and the most recent 2010 cycle) the emphasis was on attracting more

19 See http://www knightblog.org/knight-foundation-is-honored-to-host-new-media-innovators.
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applicants from techies and Web developers (personal interview, February 24, 2010).20
These complexities and limitations must be kept in context as I proceed (in Chapter 6) to
analyze the best (and only) quantitative data available on this the most significant

innovation contest in journalism.
Catalyzing Change at the Foundation and Beyond

Ultimately, the News Challenge must be understood in the context of what it has
done for the foundation and how it connects with social innovation broadly. A recent
investigation of the contest found that “although the News Challenge —$25 million over
five years—represents only a fraction of Knight’s work, it has become a signature
program, an unmistakable sign of its earnestness about finding new, digital ways to
replace the news that citizens used to get from local newspapers, television and radio”
(Connell, 2010, p. 2). The News Challenge has inspired similar grant contests, including
the $24 million Community Information Challenge (see Chapter 5 for additional details)
and the $20 million Knight Arts Challenge in South Florida, both of them incorporating
lessons from the News Challenge’s early experience. As Kebbel told Connell (2010), “A
contest like this changes the entire way a foundation thinks about its work. Our
journalism grant making has moved from known organizations and associations to
unknown individuals” (p. 2).2! In the same report, Newton said, “The fact of the matter is

if you’ve seen 2,400 proposals trying to be truly innovative, then some of the scores and

20For an example of this outreach, see this cross-posted entry (Zamora, 2009)between the Knight News
Challenge blog and a blog representing Drupal, an open-source content management system used by many
Web developers: “The Knight News Challenge recently extended its online submission deadline to
December 15th to attract a broader applicant pool, particularly targeting software developers and
entrepreneurs. ... The competition is currently accepting applications[,] and previous winners have
included several members of the Drupal community.”

21 For more on this shift from “institutions to individuals,” see the latter portion of Chapter 7 of this
dissertation.
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dozens and hundreds of regular proposals you get just don’t look that interesting
anymore” (p. 2).

The Knight News Challenge is one of the largest, but not the only, media contest
of its kind. While the technology sector has long used challenges to encourage
innovation, the philanthropic world was just beginning to awake to the idea when the
News Challenge was founded in 2006. Now, four years later, “everyone is infatuated with
contests,” Mayur Patel, Knight’s director of strategic assessment and assistant to the
president, told Connell (2010, p. 2). To get a sense for how large and varied the field of
media innovation contests had become by 2009, the Knight Foundation commissioned a
review by Arabella Advisors. The consultants identified 29 information communication
and technology (ICT) competitions globally, including prominent efforts such as Sunlight
Lab Apps for America, We Media Pitch It, NetSquared N2Y4 Challenge, Stockholm
Challenge, and Imagine Cup. These ICT competitions vary in their execution—e.g., some
rely entirely on crowds of users to select finalists and winners, unlike the News
Challenge’s expert judges —but in general they focus on using the capacity of digital
media to address global problems such as development, health, and government
transparency, or they seek to develop new communication technology for commercial
purposes. About half of these ICT contests had launched since the Knight News
Challenge was founded. The News Challenge, however, remains the most dominant
player; it offers the largest total amount of funding annually and receives one of the
highest rates of submissions (Arabella Philanthropic Investment Advisors, 2010). So it is
that in the growing universe of prize philanthropy (McKinsey & Company, 2009) the
Knight Foundation and its News Challenge both reflect and help shape this evolving

phenomenon in nonprofit funding.
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THE ROLE OF NONPROFIT FOUNDATIONS

More broadly still, the Knight Foundation’s efforts must be considered in the
context of nonprofit foundations and their role in pursuing change in American life and in
societies around the world. Nonprofit foundations, often understood only by their tax-
exempt status, should be distinguished from the wider category of “nonprofit
organizations” that includes trade unions and public charities. Structurally and
operationally, nonprofit foundations are defined by several key characteristics: e.g., they
are established with a specific purpose and retain a level of organizational consistency
over time; they are private, or institutionally separate from government; they have
internal governance procedures and enjoy a meaningful sense of autonomy from
government or corporate interests; and they do not return profits to their trustees or
directors, with any surpluses re-invested in the basic mission of the foundation (Anheier
& Leat, 2006). Well-endowed private foundations such as the Gates, Ford, and Knight
foundations are the largest and most influential players in a space that includes tens of
thousands of foundations in the United States alone; whatever their differences in
ambitions, these and other nonprofit foundations generally are united in their intent to
work on public problems, particularly in addressing social problems that have proven
intractable to government and market-based solutions.

Despite this idealistic premise, philanthropy is fraught with controversy in
American public life. Wealthy donors and major foundations tend to pursue
individualistic aims (e.g., see Dowie, 2002, p. 248), yet they operate in the public sphere
(Frumkin, 2006). Foundations must have sufficient autonomy to “fulfill their mission of
challenging, reforming, and renewing society” —and yet, because of the tax breaks they
enjoy, foundations must also be held accountable by society (Fleishman, 2009, p. xiv).

These paradoxes only confound the problem that U.S. foundations, while dynamos of
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social change in the 20th century, have always operated in a peculiar state, behind a “veil
of privacy” and a “shroud of secrecy,” their decision-making largely opaque to the wider
world—even as a quickening pace of wealth transfer is making a select number of private
philanthropies increasingly influential (Dowie, 2002; Fleishman, 2009). Moreover, this
comes precisely at a time when publics have begun expecting greater transparency from
leading institutions, thereby contributing to a growing drumbeat of criticism against
foundations and calls for greater oversight of their management (Anheier & Leat, 2006,
p- 7). Dowie (2002) captured this mounting concern when he asked, “If foundations are
indeed ‘America’s passing gear,” we need to ask what, or whom, they are passing, and

where are they taking the country?” (p. xxi)
SOCIAL ENTREPRENEURSHIP AND INNOVATION

Amid this tension, between the expanding influence of foundations and the
elevated scrutiny that such influence has attracted, a number of major foundations have
begun changing their approach to grant-making, opening up the process to public view
and, in some cases, even allowing outsiders to shape the funding distribution. A key
component of this change is the emerging role of technology in philanthropy. While
nonprofit foundations have long been idiosyncratic, immune to market forces, and
otherwise buffered against social changes, the digitization of media has ushered in at least
one major change: the rise of large and influential philanthropic intuitions (e.g., Bill and
Melinda Gates Foundation, Skoll Foundation, and Omidyar Network) whose assets come
from fortunes made in the technology sector (Bernholz, Skloot & Varela, 2009). Perhaps
more important is another digital change underway, as philanthropies increasingly use
technology “to unleash the power of aggregated individual donors and activists” —taking

advantage of the affordances of digital and social media to recalibrate the way they
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communicate their goals, ask for and receive public input, and measure the effectiveness
of their work (Bernholz et al., 2009, p. 6).

One result has been the emergence of deepening, networked connections among
foundations that have a shared interest in (1) tightly integrating digital technologies into
their missions and operations, and (2) assuming that a market logic, or a venture capital
mind-set, is the best way to make strategic investments in social change, in a process
often referred to as “social entrepreneurship” (for more on this concept, see Alvord,
Brown & Letts, 2004; Hippel, 2005; Neck, Brush & Allen, 2009; Short, Moss &
Lumpkin, 2009). It’s a fusion of technology and the culture of business innovation that
has become so closely associated with technology. It can be seen in the likes of Skoll
Foundation and Omidyar Network, both of which grew out of eBay wealth and which
focus on investing in social entrepreneurs. These entrepreneurs, the foundations argue,
combine the principles of business entrepreneurship with the pursuit of social value to
drive a unique brand of innovation that taps “inspiration and creativity, courage and
fortitude, to seize opportunities that challenge and forever change established, but
fundamentally inequitable systems” (Skoll Foundation, n.d.).

This merging of market logic, technology, and social welfare can be seen in the
relationship between Knight Foundation and Ashoka Foundation, which invests in
citizens around the world who have “pattern-changing ideas, entrepreneurial quality and
ethical fiber” (Ashoka Foundation, 2008). Knight and Ashoka partnered on a three-year,
$3 million plan to promote social entrepreneurs who “start new journalism organizations,
create new kinds of news outlets, develop new models for investigative reporting, and
campaign for public understanding of freedom of expression—launching projects

designed to be expanded and copied” (Ashoka Foundation, 2008).
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On the whole, there is a certain quality of technological determinism in this social
innovation movement—a belief, it appears, that open-source technologies and open
access to digital tools are uniquely powerful in working to help democracy become more
dynamic, transparent, and representative. At the same time, there is a concurrent and
growing faith in the power of harnessing external ideas to help accomplish innovation.
This “open innovation” paradigm (Chesbrough, 2006), popularized in software
development, is premised on the notion that in a world of digital technologies that
facilitate the easy exchange of ideas across time and space, there is no reason that a single
company —or, in this case, a foundation —should rely on its own internal research and
development for inspiration. It should tap into the best that the distributed crowd has to
offer (for more on “crowdsourcing,” see Chapter 3). This “open innovation” approach,
which has become a fixture in the technology and organizations literature (e.g., see
Chesbrough, Vanhaverbeke & West, 2006; Dodgson, Gann & Salter, 2006; Herzog,
2008; Hippel & Krogh, 2006; Lakhani & Panetta, 2007) and in the practices of several
major corporate firms, makes a trust in technology all the more salient because of what it
enables. Taken together, this tight coupling of technology, entrepreneurship, and laissez-
faire capitalism—all increasingly common and taken for granted in the nonprofit scene —
is important for how it is reflected, if sometimes only subtly, in the rhetoric and action of

the Knight Foundation’s approach to innovation in journalism.
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THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

Chapter 3: Professions, Jurisdictional Boundaries, and Participation

“In any profession, particularly one that has existed long enough that no one can
remember a time when it didn’t exist, members have a tendency to equate
provisional solutions to particular problems with deep truths about the world.”

—Clay Shirky (2008), Here Comes Everybody, p. 59

The purpose of this study is to explore how the Knight Foundation has negotiated
the tension between professional control and open participation in journalism; to
understand if and how that negotiation has been manifest in its signature innovation
initiative, the Knight News Challenge; and to discuss the implications of Knight’s
innovation logic for the profession of journalism. In the introductory chapter, I briefly
described the context in which this professional-participatory tension has developed. It
used to be that news professionals (and mass media generally) solved the “problems”
Shirky mentions —the difficulties of producing, reproducing, and distributing information
on a broad scale. “The commercial viability of most media businesses involves providing
those solutions, so preservation of the original problems became an economic
imperative” (Shirky, 2008, p. 59). In a digitized media environment, the collapse in
communication costs has threatened the gatekeeping control that historically was crucial
to journalism’s professional prestige in society and commercial sustainability in the
marketplace. In this chapter, I delve more deeply into the theoretical and conceptual
nature of this professional-participatory tension. Through a “sociology of professions”
framework, I will explain how professions —including journalism —articulate themselves

and their purpose, seek to forge boundaries of jurisdictional authority, and guard against
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external change they perceive will threaten their professional autonomy. In elaborating on
journalism as a profession, a field, and an ideology, I will show how its professional logic
of control comes in conflict with digital and participatory cultures. Bringing these
together, I will describe how the profession of journalism has negotiated audience
participation in the digital age, and discuss these outcomes in light of innovative forms

for news and the research questions for this study.
SOCIOLOGY OF PROFESSIONS??

In this subfield of sociology that examines occupations and their
professionalization, scholars initially identified professions by the extent to which they
were self-governing and embodied certain professional traits such as formal education,
licensing, codes of ethics, relationships of trust between professional and client, a public-
service imperative over commercial interest, social status, and so forth. However, this
structural-functionalist “trait approach” generally was discarded several decades ago as
sociologists moved “from the false question: ‘Is this occupation a profession?’ to the
more fundamental one: ‘What are the circumstances in which people in an occupation
attempt to turn it into a profession, and themselves into professional people?’” (Hughes,
1971, p. 340).

This turn to a Weberian study of professionalization—of examining how
occupations attempt to claim status and authority —was famously pioneered, in part, by
the work of Magali Sarfatti Larson (1977). Through her articulation of the “professional
project,” she argued that “ideal-typical constructions do not tell us what a profession is,

but only what it pretends to be,” and that it’s more appropriate to ask “what professions

22 Much of this section draws on the insights of Schudson and Anderson (2008), who deftly articulate the
sociology of professions as it relates to understanding journalism.
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do in everyday life to negotiate and maintain their special position” (p. xii). As Schudson
and Anderson (2008) point out, Sarfatti Larson’s (1977) focus on professionalization, as
an ongoing project, has guided much of the most important work in the sociology of the
professions during recent decades; professionalization, in her view, is the extent to which
social actors “attempt to translate one order of scarce resources —special knowledge and
skills—into another—social and economic rewards” (p. xvii). Because “to maintain
scarcity implies a tendency to monopoly,” occupations professionalize to the degree that
they can build and sustain exclusive control over expertise in the market or status in a
social system (p. xvii).

Expanding on Sarfatti Larson’s approach in this sociological shift from
“professional traits” to “professional struggle,” Andrew Abbott (1988) downplayed the
structural categorization of occupational group to instead focus on professional work.
Abbott argues that, in the terrain of inter-professional competition, the struggle is one of
Jjurisdiction—of claiming exclusive right to engaging in a particular task for society.
When a profession can link its knowledge claims to its daily work practices, it can, in
effect, ask society “to recognize its cognitive structure through exclusive rights” (p. 59)—
and thus confer upon it the social authority that recognition deserves (see Schudson &
Anderson, 2008, p. 95).23 In short, claiming jurisdiction is about displaying what a
profession knows (its system of “abstract knowledge”) and connecting that to what the
profession does (its labor practices).

Linking this with the information professions, Abbott argues that journalism

remains “a very permeable occupation,” in that there is great mobility with and

23 As Schudson and Anderson (2008) point out, “Even journalists, who lack many of the structural
advantages granted to other professional groups, have achieved some level of jurisdictional recognition via
shield laws, for example, and privileged access to political leaders” (p. 95).
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transferability to public relations, and that even while there are journalism schools,
associations, and degrees, “there is no exclusion of those who lack them” (p. 225).
Nevertheless, whether journalism qualifies as a profession is not so important to Abbott
as the extent to which it has gained “extraordinary power” through its jurisdictional claim
to the collection and distribution of “factual” information about current events.
Journalists have attained this power in part by invoking the occupational norm of
objectivity, which itself is structured out of routines and narratives, and which historically
has afforded journalists a monopolistic claim on expertise in communicating “truth”
about the world (Schudson & Anderson, 2008, p. 96). This brief review of the sociology
of professions, by no means exhaustive, leads us to consider how the professional project
and jurisdictional struggle play out in the context of journalism and its contemporary

changes, because jurisdiction is so threatened in a digital environment.
Journalism and Boundary Work

In journalism research, the body of academic work generally regarded as “media
sociology” represents more than a half-century of studies investigating how journalists
perceive and practice their work under a variety of influences (Shoemaker & Reese,
1996) and in a range of organizational, cultural, national, and technological settings
(Berkowitz, 1997; Schudson, 1997). This scholarship on “newswork” reaches back to
early studies of gatekeeping (Snider, 1967; White, 1950) and newsroom socialization
(Breed, 1955), and today represents a dominant and ever-growing branch of research
(Reese, 2008); this is especially true as scholars, including those beyond the
communication field (e.g., Wiik, 2009), seek to track, explain, and predict the changing

nature of news production and professional identity (Deuze & Marjoribanks, 2009).
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As Anderson (2008a) has argued, the media sociology literature can be divided
into two distinct yet complementary streams of thought: theories about how journalists
construct the nature of reality in society, and theories about how journalists construct the
nature of themselves as a profession. If the first strand of literature was dominated by
critiques of journalistic objectivity, routines, and framing found in studies by Tuchman
(1978), Gans (1979), Fishman (1980), and Gitlin (1980), the second strand was less
concerned with the press’ representation of the “world outside” (Lippmann, 1922/1991)
and more interested in understanding how the press could lay claim to being the
legitimate conduit through which society’s worldview ought to be shaped. Featuring the
influential sociological work of Michael Schudson (1978) and the cultural studies
approach of Barbie Zelizer (1992), “this second tradition moved quickly on to questions
of how journalism—as an occupational category, as an institution, as a cultural category
with particular tropes and practices—was both codified and publicly legitimated”
(Anderson, 2009, p. 304). This dissertation, like much of contemporary research in this
area (Berkowitz, 2010; Berkowitz, 1997), takes this second perspective.

This process of codification and legitimation can be viewed as a form of what
Gieryn (1983) famously called “boundary work” —the process of demarcating fields of
knowledge relative to others, marking who and what are “in” vs. “out.” Boundary work is
a rhetorical exercise taken up in all professions, but one in which journalism, given its
malleable character, is particularly engaged. In journalism studies, a number of scholars,
following the lead of Zelizer (1992), have invoked boundary work as a way of describing
how journalists use narrative techniques to construct their expertise and social authority.
While the struggle over journalistic jurisdiction is not entirely rhetorical in nature,

nevertheless it is true that much of the consternation brewing in journalism today pertains

37



to how the field is “constructing itself.” After all, what is journalism and what qualifies
one to claim a place in journalism at a time when the means to publish and carry out
traditional functions of journalism are so widely distributed among the populace at large?
At a time when an amateur video can win the prestigious George Polk Award that
typically belongs to the best of professional reporting (Stelter, 2010), the boundaries of
Jjournalistic work and professional jurisdiction become increasingly blurred amid the
news industry’s “identity complex” (Robinson, 2010, p. 141). Therefore, in the media
sociology of the 21st century, locating how, where, and why jurisdictional claims are

made is essential for capturing how changes are occurring and with what kind of impact

in the journalism field.
Knight Foundation in the Journalism Field

Invoking the “field” metaphor in this context can point us to the theorizing of
Pierre Bourdieu (Bourdieu, 1983) and its popular application as a framework for
understanding journalism in relation to other social institutions (Benson & Neveu, 2005;
Benson, 2006). In Bourdieu’s view, modern society is composed of relatively
autonomous social spaces (or fields) —such as art, politics, education, law, and
journalism—in which institutional rules and struggles over capital and power are enacted.
The important point in this line of theorizing is to see the relational associations: the
competition for capital and prestige between and within fields, as well as the connections
and arrangements of authority forged among and across fields. Because Abbott (1988)
argues that “jurisdiction has not only a culture, but also a social structure” (p. 59),
Bourdieu’s conceptual frame can be helpful in recognizing that the boundary work of
journalism is not exclusively rhetorical, as in the cultural studies approach of Zelizer

(1992; 2004b), but is shaped by and within “external” structures such as government
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policy and organizational limitations. At the same time, however, the field concept has its
limitations for present-day newswork: It “may theorize well about highly structured and
fairly unchanging social-cultural constellations (fields) but is less supple at explaining the
spaces between fields, the competition between fields, and the edges of fields” (Anderson
& Schudson, 2008, p. 98).

This discussion of boundary work and fields serves to highlight the challenge
facing me in this study: to adequately account for the rhetorical constructions being made
about journalism’s jurisdiction, and the need to ground these discursive efforts in the
movements within and beyond the journalism field. It is at the edges of the journalism
field, and in the border zones around the field, that much of the most interesting “action”
in journalism is taking place—and yet the transformation of institutions located at the
heart of the field deserves equal attention. In the generic sense of spatial representation, I
see the journalism field as having a set of core institutions (e.g., legacy news media and
professional associations), a wide array of peripheral members (e.g., less prestigious
Jjournalists/organizations, startup websites, and semi-institutionalized bloggers), and
relative outsiders (e.g., citizen journalists and non-institutional bloggers) who may or
may not be attempting to break into the field. More particularly for this study, we can
think of how the Knight Foundation might fit in the journalism field: certainly as a
powerful and embedded institution with deep capital, figuratively and financially, and
similarly thick associations of power with individuals and organizations in the industry.

However, as this study will investigate, the Knight Foundation simultaneously is a
complex case because its cultural rhetoric and structural activities —the two components
to a jurisdictional claim—suggest that it is moving within and beyond the journalism

field. It is supporting innovations and ideas that lie at the margins of the field, therefore
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(and presumably) shifting the foundation’s relationship vis-a-vis fellow members at the
core; meanwhile, it is also forging new ties with like-minded organizations working in
fields beyond journalism, and in that bridging process creating external opportunities for
claiming resources, capital, and power. If these are how things appear prima facie, how
then should these activities and their associated rhetoric be judged? How should I
interpret the boundary work of the Knight Foundation, in light of ongoing and larger
changes to journalism, its professional locus, and media and society as a whole? The
ultimate question, although admittedly speculative, is this: To what extent does the
foundation’s boundary-spanning constructions and behaviors give shape and meaning to
the field, in actually changing the field and its professional direction? Such questions, to
be empirically examined, first need to be grounded in a greater understanding of the
Journalism’s professionalization, its ideology of control, and its tricky negotiation with

participatory culture.
Professionalism in Journalism

A classical or “pure” professionalism is “about applying general, scientific
knowledge to specific cases in rigorous and therefore routinized or institutionalized

ways” (Noordegraaf, 2007, p. 765). More generally, Freidson (2001) argues:

Professionalism may be said to exist when an organized occupation gains the
power to determine who is qualified to perform a defined set of tasks, to prevent
all others from performing that work, and to control the criteria by which to
evaluate performance. (p. 12)

By either definition, journalism does not easily map onto the framework used by
many scholars who study professions. (Indeed, Noordegraaf [2007, p. 762] goes so far as
to lump journalists among cartoonists, body piercers, and pet sitters as examples of

occupational groups that have sought to portray and organize themselves as professionals,
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amid a “professionalization of everyone” kind of environment.) Journalism, as it is
practiced in the United States, lacks the trappings of a classical profession: It has no
monopoly on the training and certification of its workforce, nor has the means to prevent
others from engaging in its work, and, while it has self-policing mechanisms of ethical
codes, its power to enforce compliance is minimal. Because journalism is considered
something of a hybrid “semi-profession” (Witschge & Nygren, 2009), researchers have
attempted to “measure” the level of its professionalization by surveying journalists’
attitudes and values. The most famous of these efforts, the decennial surveys of American
journalists led by David Weaver and G. Cleveland Wilhoit, led the researchers to
conclude that “the modern journalist is of a profession but not in one. ... The institutional
forms of professionalism likely will always elude the journalist” (Weaver & Wilhoit,
1996, p. 145).

However, the sociology of professions perspective encourages us to look beyond
“trait” simplifications, to give up wondering where journalism falls on a professional
spectrum between carpenters and cardiologists, and instead “inquire why and how the
occupations of reporting and news editing achieved the professional status they did and
how journalism may be attempting ... to raise that status” (Schudson & Anderson, 2008,
p- 91). Cultural histories by the likes of Schudson (1978) and Mindich (1998), for
instance, have explained how journalists adopted objectivity as a way of laying claim to
social authority, being able to present their work as value-free and therefore credible,
balanced, and “true.” Throughout much of the 20th century, journalism established
institutional routines (e.g., the “inverted pyramid” style of reporting) and organization-
spanning norms (e.g., codes of ethics) that worked to accomplish the two purposes of

professionalization (Noordegraaf, 2007): professional control (Freidson, 2001) and
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occupational closure (Abbott, 1988). Successful in their “professional project,”
journalists could lay claim to greater social authority during much of the mass media era
(Anderson, 2008b) .24

This should not imply that professionalization is a stunt to fool the masses into
subservience to a faux profession. On the contrary, there are many good consequences to
professionalism as an organizing force. It socializes members to a collective identity and
culture, lends autonomy and authority against outside critics, and emphasizes public
service over financial profit—all of which have served to benefit journalism (Beam,
1990). Of these features, autonomy has been considered the most essential component in
shielding journalism from the outside influences of government, sources, advertisers, and
audience (McDevitt, Gassaway & Perez, 2002). Indeed, journalism needs some level of
control over its work and freedom from attack in order to fulfill its social purpose in
speaking truth to power. Such protection, however, never fully materialized for U.S.
journalists, particularly in the 1980s and 1990s with the rise of corporate mergers, cost-
cutting, and managerial oversight—making journalists more subordinate to their
organizational chieftains in comparison to their counterparts in law and medicine (Reese,
1999, p. 74).

In the years since, the threats to autonomy and authority have only grown. With
the rise of digital media and “gotcha” comedy critiques, the legitimacy of journalists is

being challenged on seemingly all sides by the likes of bloggers (Carlson, 2007; Singer,

24 Given the importance of specialized and “abstract” knowledge to the definition of a profession,
journalism-as-a-profession has always been in an awkward position, as Schudson and Anderson (2008, p.
96) explain: “Journalism seems to simultaneously make a grandiose knowledge claim (that it possesses the
ability to isolate, transmit, and interpret the most publicly relevant aspects of social reality) and an
incredibly modest one (that really, most journalists are not experts at all but are simply question-asking
generalists). Abbott’s framework, with its focus on knowledge and jurisdiction, helps us see immediately
what makes journalism a sociologically anomalous profession.”
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2007), user-generated content (Hermida & Thurman, 2008; Robinson, 2010; Singer &
Ashman, 2009b; Williams et al., 2010), and Jon Stewart (Tenenboim-Weinblatt, 2009).
All of this serves to stir ongoing controversy about how to classify and engage in “good”
journalism (Kunelius, 2006). Nonetheless, journalists have remained steadfast for
decades in invoking professionalism as the basis from which to articulate, justify, and
defend their claim to holding an essential position in a proper-functioning democracy
(Deuze, 2005b). In this sense, professionalism has an important part in the self-
conception of journalists (Kunelius & Ruusunoksa, 2008); it has guided them in
discursively constructing their identity, expertise, authority, and power (Zelizer, 1992, p.
196), and thus in setting forth boundaries around their professional jurisdiction.

Society, on balance, has been the better because of journalistic professionalism,
which generally has resulted in higher-quality news, gathered in an ethical fashion and
with independence from corrupting influences. However, because professions are, by
nature, closed to the outside world, they have been widely criticized as insular,
ineffective, self-serving, and greedy (Noordegraaf, 2007). In the case of journalism,
professionalism has been criticized as a means of social control (Soloski, 1989),
hegemony (Reese, 1990), and discipline by management (Evetts, 2003). Moreover, the
professionalization process has made the press so inwardly focused on peer judgment and

elite access—as professions are wont to do (Shirky, 2008, p. 58)23—that it has lost much

25Shirky (2008) describes the effect of this insularity, especially as it affects a profession’s ability to
recognize external trends: “Much of the time the internal consistency of professional judgment is a good
thing—not only do we want high standards of education and competence, we want those standards created
and enforced by other members of the same profession, a structure that is almost the definition of
professionalism. Sometimes, though, the professional outlook can become a disadvantage, preventing the
very people who have the most at stake —the professionals themselves —from understanding major changes
to the structure of their profession. In particular, when a profession has been created as a result of some
scarcity, as with librarians or television programmers, the professionals are often the last ones to see it
when the scarcity goes away. It is easier to understand that you face competition than obsolescence” (pp.
58-59).
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of its understanding for everyday people and their concerns; the essence of the public
Journalism movement was to correct this professional deficiency (Rosen, 1999). Finally,
professionalism has led journalists to believe that they have exclusive claims on creating,
filtering, and distributing something so sacred as the “first draft of history” (Edy, 1999).
This has contributed to a mind-set of content control that, I argue, remains an enduring
impediment to journalists’ capacity to change their perceptions and practices in the digital

age. Indeed, this control logic is so deeply embedded, it is part of journalism ideology.
Occupational Ideology and Control

In his important and widely cited essay, Mark Deuze (2005b) argues that the
whole arc of 20th century professionalization in journalism can be seen as “the
consolidation of a consensual occupational ideology among journalists in different parts
of the world” (p. 444). He defines this occupational ideology as a representation of the
values, strategies and formal codes that most characterize journalism and the way its
members “validate and give meaning to their work™ (p. 446). Regardless of media type,
format and genre, all journalists, Deuze argues, “carry the ideology of journalism” (p.
445), which in part explains how journalists are able to coordinate their approaches
around the globe (Reese, 2001), and why they more readily identify with the profession
than with their organization (Russo, 1998; Ryfe, 2009). Deuze categorizes the concepts,
values, and elements of this ideology as a set of five discursively constructed ideal-

typical traits:26 public service, objectivity, autonomy, immediacy, and ethics.?’

26 In full, Deuze (2005, p. 447) expounds these as:

“e Public service: journalists provide a public service (as watchdogs or ‘news-hounds’, active collectors and
disseminators of information);

* Objectivity: journalists are impartial, neutral, objective, fair and (thus) credible;

* Autonomy: journalists must be autonomous, free and independent in their work;

* Immediacy: journalists have a sense of immediacy, actuality and speed (inherent in the concept of
‘news’);
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The implicit thread running through each of these ideal-typical traits is that
professional journalists derive much of their sense of purpose and prestige through their
control of information in their normative roles. In other words, they take for granted the
idea that society needs them as journalists—and journalists alone—to fulfill the functions
of watchdog publishing, truth-telling, independence, timeliness, and ethical adherence in
the context of news and public affairs information. Deuze (2005b) calls this “one of the
most fundamental ‘truths’ in journalism, namely: the professional journalist is the one
who determines what publics see, hear and read about the world” (p. 451). This notion of
Journalistic control serves to tie together the essential elements of professionalism,
forming the basis of a professional logic—the collectively shared and taken-for-granted
assumptions underlying the belief that journalists, acting in their normative roles, ought
to wield gatekeeping control over news content on behalf of society. This professional
logic, invoked briefly during the previous chapter, serves as a general conceptual frame
through which to organize the discourse on journalism’s norms, routines, and values.

Connecting this to the discussion of boundary work above, it’s important to note
that an occupational ideology, as it changes over time, excludes or marginalizes certain
ideas or values just as surely as it codifies and makes salient others (Deuze, 2007, p.
163)—in effect, working to reinforce boundaries of who counts as a journalist (Weinhold,
2010). Likewise, as debates regularly circulate through the profession—e.g., on seeking
audiences, adapting to “new media,” and so forth—journalists return to ideological

values that “can be deployed to sustain operational closure, keeping outside forces at

* Ethics: journalists have a sense of ethics, validity and legitimacy.”

27 For comparison purposes, the Society of Professional Journalists (1996) identifies four principles in its
code of ethics: seek truth and report it, minimize harm, act independently, and be accountable. Similarly,
the American Society of Newspaper Editors’ (1996) “statement of principles” encompasses responsibility,
freedom of the press, independence, truth and accuracy, impartiality, and fair play.
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bay” (Deuze, 2005b, p. 447). In this sense, the professional logic of control is closely
associated with the boundary work of journalism—the former acting as the anchor point
around which to formulate the latter. This study is concerned with this interplay: how a
sense of journalistic control is articulated, and how that articulation is connected with the
forging of jurisdictional claims.

This interrelated set of professional logic and boundaries has been challenged like
none other in recent years. The digitization of media breaks down material and cultural
barriers to mass publishing, and therefore poses a commercial as well as conceptual threat
to journalists’ sense of control and jurisdiction. What happens to the profession’s

perceptions and practices in this context?
DIGITIZATION AND PARTICIPATORY CULTURE

This struggle for control over content, sometimes depicted as a “war” between
corporate and grassroots interests (Jenkins, 2006), might imply that audience activity has
arrived with digital developments in user-generated content (UGC)—that all of this user
engagement is somehow new (c.f., Peters, 2009). That, of course, is not the case. Van
Dijck (2009) calls it a “historical fallacy” to assume that end-user participation is unique
to the read-write web, noting that so-called “passive” viewership in the mass media
heyday still afforded opportunities for active interpretation of cultural signs—and even
the actual manipulation of content in many fan communities (see Jenkins, 1992).

Nevertheless, what sets apart the present media moment is the ease with which
individuals may participate in the creation and distribution of media, on a scale and with
a reach unimaginable in earlier times, mainly because of the internet. This has become
especially true with the emergence of Web 2.0 applications such as Twitter, Facebook,

and YouTube. Because of their dynamic interfaces and low barriers to participation, Web
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2.0 sites are novel in handing over much (if not all) control over content to the users
themselves. In this way, “users actively apply the affordances of new technologies in the
service of their own creative and instrumental objectives, and ... the desire to do so
seems to be literally distributed among those online” (Harrison & Barthel, 2009, p. 161).

These changes in media and life (Deuze, 2011) can be viewed through the lens of
what Henry Jenkins (2004; 2006) calls “convergence culture,” which recognizes that
longstanding distinctions between media creation and media consumption are becoming
increasingly fluid because of digitization. Convergence culture acknowledges the top-
down, corporate-driven acceleration of media content across multiple channels. On the
other hand, it also recognizes bottom-up, grassroots influences whereby “users are
learning how to master these different media technologies to bring the flow of media
more fully under their control and to interact (and co-create) with other users” (Jenkins &
Deuze, 2008, p. 6).

Perhaps the most significant element of this convergence process is that it’s not
merely a technological phenomenon, but also a cultural one as well. This cultural element
is often referred to as participatory culture (Jenkins, 1992; Jenkins, 2006) or digital
culture (Deuze, 2006; Deuze, 2009b; Karaganis, 2007), and it emphasizes the extent to
which end-users feel enabled and encouraged to participate in the creation and circulation
of media. Jenkins (2006) argues that the “power of participation comes not from
destroying commercial culture but from writing over it, modding it, amending it,
expanding it, adding greater diversity of perspective, and then recirculating it, feeding it
back into the mainstream media” (p. 157) (for an example, see Dena, 2008). Elsewhere,
this concept of blending production and consumption of information is referred to as

“produsage” (Bruns, 2008), and is evident in hybrid user-contributor communities such
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as Wikipedia and Second Life. However, this convergence —of digital technology and
culture, of production and consumption processes, and of corporate and grassroots
interests —1is not without its discontents (Van Dijck & Nieborg, 2009), who argue that
internet hype serves to hide the political economy implications of a co-creation model
encouraging free-labor exploitation (e.g., see Allen, 2008b; Scholz, 2008; Terranova,
2000). Moreover, critics charge that user-generated content represents little more than
amateurish reactions to professionally produced content, as opposed to media creations
that are original and culturally valuable (c.f., Keen, 2007). Nevertheless, there is evidence
to suggest that users enjoy participating in co-creation, or at least see it as something
other than labor exploitation (Banks & Deuze, 2009; Banks & Humphreys, 2008), and
user participation has contributed to the overall breadth and diversity of media
representation —including the enhanced reach afforded by citizen journalism (Allan &
Thorsen, 2009).

At its core, media participation is about collectivism and equal contribution (or
potential there for) on the part of all users. The theoretical roots of participatory culture
can be traced to Pierre Lévy’s (1997) notion of “collective intelligence,” which posits that
knowledge is richest and most accurate when it reflects the pooled inputs of a distributed
population, as opposed to the expertise of a single agent. This concept has been
popularized as the “wisdom of crowds” (Surowiecki, 2004), and has been employed by
organizations to harvest collective intellect through outsourcing corporate activities to the
public through an open call —a process otherwise known as “crowdsourcing” (Brabham,
2008; Howe, 2008; Muthukumaraswamy, 2010). Because “no one knows everything,
everyone knows something, [and] all knowledge resides in humanity” (Lévy, 1997, pp.

13-14), digital technologies have been instrumental in lowering the cost of coordinating
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human wisdom and action across time and space (Brabham, 2008, p. 80). This, then,
becomes the ultimate forging of technology and society in participatory culture:
Digitization enables greater user participation on a seemingly infinite order, and the
socio-cultural context of this technology has encouraged greater participation to achieve

normative aims of collective wisdom and well-being.
Participation and its Ideology

Many scholars and commentators (e.g., see Chaffee & Metzger, 2001;
Negroponte, 1995; Rheingold, 1993) have claimed that the changes wrought by the
internet architecture of participation are no less than “epochal” (Shirky, 2008, p. 18),
contending that when the means of communication dramatically change, societies
inevitably change. As Shirky (2008) has famously argued, the big switch is the sudden

ease with which formerly atomized individuals may connect and collaborate.

We are living in the middle of a remarkable increase in our ability to share, to
cooperate with one another, and to take collective action, all outside the
framework of traditional institutions and organizations. ... Now that there is
competition to traditional institutional forms for getting things done, those
institutions will continue to exist, but their purchase on modern life will weaken
as novel alternatives for group action arise. (pp. 17, 21).

Participation, in this socio-technological view, is a function of individual agency
engaged to address collective concerns, using the mix of motivations and affordances of
digital cultures and technologies to solve group problems. Inherent in this is a de-
institutional emphasis that puts power and control in the hands of end-users, with the
normative aim of achieving collective intelligence. 1 would suggest there is a logic to this:
If the ideology of professionalism is one of expert control, then the ideology of de-
professionalized participation may be one of distributed control, of facilitating and

fostering engagement through an open system of communication. I put special emphasis
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here on engagement, as a normative concept of this ideology, suggesting that good
societies are engaged societies—they are robust and active, dialogical and diverse, in
freely sharing ideas and information. We might think of this as a “networked” variation
on Habermas’ idealized public sphere (1991), featuring the same animated deliberation,
but with a network arrangement that is more horizontal (peer-to-peer), and more
representative of marginalized voices vis-a-vis “coffee house” interests.

Bringing this together, participatory culture can be understood as privileging
“play, negotiation, transmedia navigation, and collective intelligences” (Lynch, 2007, p.
61). It is manifest in everyday users wielding the digital tools at their disposal to
“archive, annotate, appropriate and recirculate content” (Jenkins, 2004, p. 33), often
through the social tools readily available online. Participation, as an ideology,
encompasses the idea system of distributing control over content to end-users for the
normative purpose of achieving a more engaged, representative, and collectively wise
society. The next step is to connect and contrast the ideological strains of professional

control and open participation, particularly in the context of contemporary newswork.
Open vs. Closed Systems

Perhaps the best example of the participatory logic (or ideology) in action is the
free software movement (Kelty, 2008) that developed out of the “hacker culture” in the
early years of computing. The movement is a fusion of social, cultural, occupational and
technological influences, and is most associated with open-source software. It has a
guiding logic rooted in what Yochai Benkler (2006) calls “commons-based peer

production,” or the idea

that the networked environment makes possible a new modality of organizing
production: radically decentralized, collaborative, and nonproprietary; based on
sharing resources and outputs among widely distributed, loosely connected
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individuals who cooperate with each other without relying on either market
signals or managerial commands. (p. 60)

Such peer-to-peer (P2P) production has a communal ethos (Turner, 2005), relies
on non-monetary forms of reward,?® and is galvanized by the idea of working in the open,
being transparent, and serving public interests rather than proprietary-focused profits —as
in the case of computer programmers imagining themselves as warriors against the evil
forces of Microsoft (Weber, 2004). This common-cause kind of ethos is important for
understanding how collaborative projects like Wikipedia can grow and succeed (Lih,
2009; Shirky, 2008). Even though members of any network have uneven claims to social,
financial, and reputational authority and capital, nevertheless the rheforic of communality
allows participants to construct an ethical framework in which “they can be imagined as
peers devoted to a collective mission” (Turner, 2009, p. 77).

This study is concerned with how participation is framed in discourse and
deployed in practice, and how it relates to the professional logic of control in the
boundary work of journalism. If the former represents an open system of distributed
participation, the latter is a closed system of professional jurisdiction. In the case of
Jjournalism, this is not a normative statement about which kind of system is right, for they
each may be appropriate under different circumstances; rather, the open vs. closed
dichotomy serves to cast in sharp relief the inherent challenges one poses to the other.
From the perspective of journalism’s ideology, the digitization of media and the forms of
participation together may well present a locus of chaos compared to the professional

desire for control.

28Witt (2006) describes how computer programmers are motivated to develop open-source software for
benefits of having fun, building their reputation, enjoying a sense of community, etc.—things other than
money —and nicely connects these motivations to those of sources who freely give their time and attention
to news reporters.
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PROFESSIONAL AND PARTICIPATORY LOGICS IN JOURNALISM

Just as fan culture did not begin with the internet, participation in the news
process has long since been part of journalism. However, such feedback was always
limited in scope (e.g., confined to the letters-to-the-editors page) and subject to editorial
purview in the publication process (hence the power of gatekeeping control). What is
different about digital forms of participation is the potential volume and scope that it
entails: With the restraints of time and space removed from the “news hole,” there are
seemingly infinite possibilities for user contribution to the news. As news organizations
have wrestled with this emerging reality during the past 15 years (e.g., see O'Sullivan &
Heinonen, 2008; Singer, 2003), they have confronted vexing questions about the degree
and kind of participation to allow in their news spaces online—from the most basic level
of comments on a news story, on up to wiki-style exercises in collective writing and
editing (for a few examples, see Harrison, 2010; Hermida & Thurman, 2008; Lewis et al.,
2010; Singer, 2010; Thurman, 2008; Williams et al., 2010). The underlying question is
rarely stated but certainly implied: How much control over content should we give up,
and why? After all, as a newspaper editor told Robinson (2007), “Someone has gotta be
in control here” (p. 311).

The question of control arises out of a longstanding tension for journalists: on the
one hand, a deeply embedded desire to retain professional autonomy because news-
decision judgment conveys status and authority; yet, on the other hand, a recognition that
the public service role of the press entails encouraging civic participation and active
deliberation (Williams et al., 2010). Much of the public journalism movement (Glasser,
1999; Haas, 2007; Rosenberry & St. John III, 2010) was engaged around rehabilitating
this second ideal, captured in James Carey’s (1987) contention that the public “will begin

to awaken when they are addressed as conversational partners and are encouraged to join
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the talk rather than sit passively as spectators before a discussion conducted by journalists
and experts” (p. 14). With the introduction of citizen journalism (Allan & Thorsen,
2009)—1in other places referred to as open-source (Deuze, 2001), participatory (Bowman
& Willis, 2003), grassroots (Gillmor, 2004), and networked (Beckett & Mansell, 2008;
Jarvis, 2006) journalism—Carey’s vision for a co-creative, conversational public
suddenly became possible, at least for the digitally connected; with this too, however,
came the specter of parajournalists threatening the jurisdictional claims of professionals
by fulfilling some of the functions of publishing, filtering, and sharing information.

In the face of this perceptual and practical threat, journalists have (unsurprisingly)
fallen back on professional defenses: holding fast to enduring values, taking conservative
steps to change, and then—even when opening the gates to participation —co-opting
participatory practices to suit traditional routines and ideals (see Williams et al., 2010).
Indeed, if there is one consistent theme running through virtually all of the empirical
studies of the professional-participatory tension (Domingo et al., 2008; Harrison, 2010;
Hermida & Thurman, 2008; O'Sullivan & Heinonen, 2008; Paulussen & Ugille, 2008;
Robinson, 2010; Singer & Ashman, 2009a; Singer, 2010; Thurman, 2008), it is that
Jjournalists respond by reasserting control—e.g., “normalizing” alternative media formats
(Singer, 2005), or allowing comments but deliberately shunting them to the periphery
(Domingo et al., 2008). This control response is meant to minimize the extent to which
participation may threaten journalists’ jurisdictional claim to the news process. I put
emphasis on news process, for it represents the important journalistic claim: the authority
to control the “making” of news (Tuchman, 1978), from beginning to end. This is an
important distinction to make. The most current research has begun to reveal a “slow

philosophical shifting” among journalists about the role of news organizations online
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(Robinson, 2010, p. 140), finding evidence that professionals around the globe are
developing a more positive view of user participation (Schmitz Weiss & Higgins Joyce,
2009). Yet, in actual practice, most participatory features are kept at the margins
(Karlsson, 2010a), afford only post-publication kinds of feedback, and altogether fall
outside of the news process, thereby creating little jurisdictional friction (e.g., see
Domingo et al., 2008; Hermida & Thurman, 2008; O'Sullivan & Heinonen, 2008;
Thurman, 2008).

OPPORTUNITIES FOR STUDY

From this review I may conclude that the fundamental tension underlying the
professional-participatory intersection is one of mismatched ethics and expectations:
Journalism’s identity and ideology remain rooted in a one-way publishing mind-set at a
time when media are becoming a multi-way network. As the sociology of professions
would suggest, occupations do not easily abandon jurisdictional claims once they are
concretized in their self-perceptions, and so journalists have been reluctant to relinquish
the control that is so central to their sense of purpose as normative gatekeepers, as Jane

Singer has found consistently in more than a decade of examining this tension.

Without them, as journalists see things, democracy comes apart. Information is
central to democracy, and the journalist is central to information. Its provision is
the journalist’s raison d’étre. Ethics are necessary to protect the quality of that
information and thus the value of the information delivery role. Without the
ethical gatekeeper, in this view, information may circulate—but it may be
disinformation or misinformation that, according to the journalist, is worse than
no information at all. (Singer, 2008b, p. 63)

Gatekeeping is inevitably contested in the networked media environment; familiar
notions of autonomy (control), authenticity (credibility), and accountability

(responsibility) are challenged by the de-institutional and de-professional influences of
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the network (Hayes, Singer & Ceppos, 2007; Singer & Ashman, 2009b; Singer, 2007).
The challenge for scholars is to understand how this collision of traditional ethics and
network modalities is (or is not) changing the underlying ideology and ethics of
journalism. To date, there remains great need for more research to assess that question as
journalism straddles a liminal moment between tradition and change (Mitchelstein &
Boczkowski, 2009).

More broadly, beyond the professional-participatory concerns, the journalism
profession is under tremendous strain as its legacy organizations wane. There is a sense
that the profession may be “breaking up from within” (Witschge & Nygren, 2009, p. 50)
as its practices rapidly change and media work generally becomes more precarious,
contractual, and contingent (Deuze & Marjoribanks, 2009; Deuze, 2007; Phillips, Singer,
Vlad & Becker, 2009). However, these de-professionalization trends are primarily driven
by and manifest in organizational demands (Ornebring, 2009), whereas occupational
professionalism remains strong as “journalists go back to core journalistic values,
precisely because of the external pressures” at the organizational level (Witschge &
Nygren, 2009, p. 51). This suggests that journalism’s professionalism, so long studied via
the classic newsroom ethnography (Cottle, 2007), may no longer be merely (or even
mostly) on display in traditional news organizations. This potential decoupling of
occupation and organizational home indicates to me that a study of professionalism can
(and indeed should) be conducted in novel spaces where newswork is taking root—such
as in the nonprofit innovations studied in this dissertation.

In sum, the professional-participatory tension in journalism is a key site for
boundary work and repair. And, as the profession becomes less associated with stable

organizational labor, there is much to be learned in studying what happens to
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Jjournalism’s ideology amid this disruption. The perfect storm of threats to journalism,
both rhetorical and economic in nature, certainly augur a renegotiation of what
journalism is and ought to be in a digital and networked space. To locate such systemic
change, however, requires looking beyond the news organization alone, beyond the
single-site “online newsroom” ethnographies that are en vogue in media sociology
(Paterson & Domingo, 2008). These empirical studies, while laudable, have done
relatively little to advance a wider, more field-spanning perspective on how journalism is
changing at the edges, through upstart innovations, and in ways far more diverse than
have been captured in the academic literature. Indeed, with some exceptions (namely,
Anderson, 2009), the state of journalism research is stuck in a quandary: major reports on
the field at large seem to have caught the essence of a profession in transition (especially
Downie & Schudson, 2009), but they lack the academic rigor to theorize about what they
see; while on the other hand, academic research remains blinded by its bias for rather
narrow, single-site analyses that may misread the larger contours of change.?® What is
needed, then, are studies that engage combinations of multiple methods and “sites” (c.f.,
Anderson, 2009; Cottle, 2007; Howard, 2002; Marcus, 1995) that work synergistically to
develop a more comprehensive view of change in journalism (for one example, see

Anderson, 2009).
CONCLUSION

The purpose of this chapter was to review the theoretical context in which the

professional-participatory tension is embedded. The sociology of professions offers a

29 Moreover, another weakness deserves some mention. While most studies on the rise of citizen
journalism and blogging and their relationship with professional journalism are implicitly about the
jurisdictional claims described by Abbott (1988), virtually none of the journalism studies literature— with
some exceptions (Anderson, 2009; Lowrey & Mackay, 2008; Lowrey, 2006) —has explicitly taken up the
sociology of professions literature as a guide for assessing this tension.
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guide for understanding how occupations turn themselves into professions, forging
boundaries of jurisdiction to demarcate their exclusive claims to expertise and action. The
media sociology literature has found that, in the process of professionalizing itself,
journalism has developed an ideology of seeking to control how audiences come to learn
about the world—not for cynical reasons, I would add, but rather because attempting to
monopolize a given societal function is the very nature of professions. Thereafter, I
showed how digitization has ushered in an era of participatory culture that presents a
locus of distributed control —of open, transparent, and non-institutional systems — that
comes into conflict with the professional desire for autonomy. For journalism, this has
prompted a defensive posture of reflexive control, even in a networked media
environment that is undermining journalists’ ethical emphasis on gatekeeping power and
authority. Thus, the professional struggle for control, as an unresolved interplay, deserves
greater attention for what it means about the changing soul of journalism itself. And, at
the same time, because journalism is decoupling from its traditional organizational home,
there is a growing need for academic research to assess how the ideology of journalism is

renegotiated in untraditional and innovative settings.
Case Study and Research Questions

This dissertation explores the professional-participatory tension as it plays out in
multiple (and alternative) sites in the field: first, in the macro formulations of a major
institutional foundation; secondly, in the agenda-setting of innovation that is occurring
through the Knight News Challenge; and thirdly in the perceptions and practices of
individual innovators. At each step, I hope to assess how these organizational and
individual actors situate themselves in the journalism field, relative to other professionals

and other (non-journalism) fields and actors; how they articulate the boundary claims of
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Jjournalism and its normative ethics that flow from its jurisdiction; and how these
processes of “thinking” are connected with the “doing” of innovation and journalism.
Through it all, the “professional project” (Sarfatti Larson, 1977) and its emphasis on
struggle over jurisdiction (Abbott, 1988) and boundaries (Gieryn, 1983), leads me to put
particular emphasis on the way the constellation of actors under study here—the Knight
Foundation and its leading officials; the Knight News Challenge and its aspirants; and the
news innovators who intended to do journalism—negotiates the tension between
professional control and open participation. Given the Knight Foundation’s importance
for setting the parameters of and funding support for news innovation in the United States
and beyond, precisely how the foundation articulates and acts upon journalism, I will
argue, has implications for shaping the very nature of ethics in the journalism of the
future.

This leads me to ask the following research questions:
RQ1a. In recent years, how has the Knight Foundation defined journalism?

RQ1b. To what degree has this definition of journalism been associated with
changes in the foundation’s philanthropic activities?

RQ2a. Based on a quantitative analysis of proposals, what are the distinguishing
features of applicants, finalists, and winners of the Knight News Challenge, and
how are they predictive of one’s proposal advancing in the contest?

RQ2b. In particular, to what extent do participatory media features predict3°
advancing in the contest?

RQ3. Based on a qualitative analysis of winning proposals, how do winners of the
Knight News Challenge negotiate issues of professional control and open
participation?

30 My use of the term “predict” here does not in any way suggest a causal association. Rather, this usage
merely reflects the standard language of the regression model appropriate for testing this relationship based
on the data available (see Chapter 6 for details).
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RQ4. In their perceptions and practices, how do news innovators negotiate issues
of professional control and open participation?

59



METHODS OVERVIEW

Chapter 4: The Mixed-Methods Case Study

The purpose of this study is to explore how the Knight Foundation has negotiated
the tension between professional control and open participation in journalism; to
understand if and how that negotiation has been manifest in its signature innovation
initiative, the Knight News Challenge; and to discuss the implications of the foundation’s
innovation logic for the profession of journalism. Understanding how the Knight
Foundation defines journalism and seeks to stimulate its innovation is important not only
because of the foundation’s prominence in the field, but also for what it may suggest
about the future of news professionalism. How Knight navigates the professional-
participatory tension has implications for the ultimate shape of professional values and
norms, and the very role of journalism in society.

Assessing the perceptions and practices of the Knight Foundation and its grantees,
however, requires an appropriate set of methods. Hard evidence of the foundation’s
articulation and influence cannot easily be identified and measured through typical
variable-analytic methods of social science, but nor should such methods should be
discounted when they can be applied to explain some facet of the problem. Thus, for my
purposes of gaining both a holistic rendering of the Knight Foundation as well as an
empirically based, ground-level description of its News Challenge participants, I chose a
methodology that allowed me the flexibility to engage multiple methods —primarily
qualitative but also quantitative—and adapt them as I went along. The result was a

mixed-methods case study.
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This dissertation poses four sets of research questions, and in this chapter I will
describe how I worked to address each: (1) Based on a close reading of key foundation
texts and interviews, how has the Knight Foundation defined journalism? To what degree
has this definition of journalism been associated with changes to its philanthropic
activities in the journalism field and beyond? (2) Based on a quantitative analysis of grant
proposals, what are the distinguishing features of applicants, finalists, and winners of the
Knight News Challenge, and how are they predictive of one’s proposal advancing in the
contest? In particular, to what extent do participatory media features predict advancing in
the contest? (3) Based on a qualitative analysis of winning proposals, how do winners of
the Knight News Challenge negotiate issues of professional control and open
participation? (4) Based on interviews with winning news innovators, how do they
negotiate issues of professional control and open participation?

This chapter proceeds to describe this study’s research methodology and includes
discussions with regard to the following: (a) rationale for mixed-methods research, (b)
justification for the case-study method, (c) overview of the research design, (d) methods

for data collection and analysis, and (e) ethical considerations.
RATIONALE FOR MIXING METHODS

As quantitative and qualitative approaches have matured and become legitimated
in social inquiry, scholars have become increasingly interested in combining the methods,
as the logical next step in the development of research methodology. Creswell (2009)
credits this popularity to the inherent strengths of mixing methods: viz., it allows
qualitative approaches to fill in the gaps of quantitative work, and vice versa; it moves

outside the individual limitations of both approaches to capture a greater picture of
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complex social phenomena; and it offers synergistic insights that make the research
whole greater than the sum of single methods (p. 203).

While the mixing of methods has been around for some time in practical fields
such as nursing, education, and evaluation, the past two decades have seen a
“groundswell” of interest in learning and applying mixed methods to study social
phenomena more broadly (Greene, 2008, p. 7). In the process, mixed methods have
become a topic of much controversy as they have entered more theoretical fields with
strong disciplinary traditions. This interplay between theory and practice, or
thinking/knowing and acting/doing, has meant that mixed methods, while increasingly
popular in many fields, resides in something of in-between state of research—neither
wholly qualitative nor quantitative, neither wholly constructivist nor positivist, but truly
its own mode of inquiry (Greene, 2007; Greene, 2008). As something of a “third
paradigm” (Denscombe, 2008; Johnson, Onwuegbuzie & Turner, 2007) in social
research, mixed methods has developed through a substantial body of literature by
scholars such as John Creswell, Abbas Tashakkori, Charles Teddlie, Burke Johnson,
Anthony Onwuegbuzie, Jennifer Greene, and David Morgan (see Denscombe, 2008).
From early frameworks (Greene, Caracelli & Graham, 1989) to seminal texts on
paradigms, strategies, and research designs (e.g., Creswell, 2009; Greene, 2007;
Tashakkori & Teddlie, 1998; Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2003), and now a recently launched
journal (Journal of Mixed Methods Research), the mixed-methods movement in recent
years has reached a stage where it is “increasingly articulated, attached to research
practice, and recognized as the third major research approach or research paradigm”

(Johnson et al., 2007, p. 112).
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While this is not an exhaustive exploration of mixed methods as a research
paradigm, I hope to make clear that the raison d’étre of mixed methods is that something
better can be achieved by combining quantitative and qualitative approaches within a
single study —namely, that greater validity and reliability can be achieved as a result. As
Bernard (2005) defines them, “Validity refers to the accuracy and trustworthiness of
instruments, data, and findings in research” (pp. 46-7). Meanwhile, “reliability refers to
whether or not you get the same answer by using an instrument to measure something
more than once.” Elsewhere, Kirk and Miller (1986) write, “Loosely speaking,
‘reliability’ is the extent to which a measurement procedure yields the same answer
however and whenever it is carried out; ‘validity’ is the extent to which it gives the
correct answer” (p. 19). Both facets of research are important: Researchers care most
about identifying “truth,” but substantiating claims depends on using refined measures
that can be replicated by others.

Scholars have long taken as given that quantitative approaches are better at
ensuring reliability (hence the myriad checks on reliability, such as Cronbach’s alpha and
other systematic measures of data consistency), while qualitative methods are better
suited for achieving validity. Some qualitative-oriented scholars would prefer other
terminology to describe that difference. For instance, they would focus on the pursuit of
“legitimation” (Newman & Benz, 1998), seeing reliability as synonymous with
“dependability” and validity with “credibility” (Golafshani, 2003). However, in the
aggregate researchers are talking about the same thing: the need to employ methods that
are stable and consistent across research settings (reliable), and which also tell us

something meaningful about the object under study (valid).
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RATIONALE FOR THE CASE STUDY METHOD

This pursuit of “trustworthiness” (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) was my primary
purpose in choosing a case study approach. The case study has something of an uneasy
position in the social sciences, in part because a case study is defined more by its object
of inquiry (the case) than by any particular set of research method (Haas, 2004). As one
of the leading case-study scholars, Robert Stake (2003), has noted: “Case study is not a
methodological choice but a choice of what is to be studied” (p. 134) Thus, the nature of
case studies can vary tremendously from study to study, depending on the chosen object
of study (i.e., a person, place, or organization) and the scope of that inquiry (i.e., the
boundedness of the investigation). Case studies can be multi-method and mixed-method
in their approach: They typically engage a set of multiple qualitative research tools (e.g.,
archival research, depth interviews, participant observation), but they also may include
quantitative analyses as well. The exact calibration of this triangulation varies from study
to study as researchers assess the underlying epistemological question: What can be
learned from this particular case? (Stake, 2003, p. 135)

Case studies, therefore, can be understood as the work of investigating a bounded
series of events, individuals, or institutions to gain deep understanding, both of the case
itself and its relationship in a broader context (Haas, 2004). Yin (2008) has described the
case study as “an empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary phenomenon within
its real-life context, especially when the boundaries between phenomenon and context are
not clearly evident” (p. 18, emphasis added). For this study, the boundaries between the
Knight Foundation’s media innovation efforts and the larger context(s) of digitization,
journalism de-professionalization, social innovation, and so forth can be difficult to
detect; thus, a variable-analytic method would have been ill-suited to this case because it

would have missed the nuance and inherent “fuzziness” of this phenomenon. Moreover,
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whereas the survey researcher gathers relatively small amounts of data on many cases,
the case-study researcher culls a voluminous corpus of data on one or only a few cases.
And whereas the ethnographer is interested in gaining a holistic understanding of a given
culture or phenomenon, the case-study researcher seeks to grasp the interplay between a
given case and its outside context (Haas, 2004, p. 60).

Thus, case studies are about depth and context. For this dissertation, I have sought
to make a deep-dive exploration of the Knight Foundation’s rhetoric and activities in
relation to news innovation, all the while studying this material with an eye toward the
context of changes in media, journalism and the professions broadly. Because of this
laser-like focus on a particular phenomenon, case studies are often criticized for their
apparent lack of generalizability; yet, as Flyvbjerg (2006) has argued, case studies are
important for developing exemplars from which disciplinary paradigms are formed. This
may be particular true for the field of communication and journalism at a time when
some of its traditional theories perhaps seem ill-suited to predict and explain in the digital
media environment (Bennett & Iyengar, 2008; Chaffee & Metzger, 2001). Regardless,
however, “the purpose of a case report is not to represent the world, but to represent the
case” (Stake, 2003, p. 136)—here, to represent the Knight Foundation, without
pretending to speak for the entire sphere of journalism. Nonetheless, as I will show in this
study, Knight is an example of professional innovation—of the influence that one
embedded organization can wield in attempting to change the professional milieu in

which it operates.
OVERVIEW OF THE RESEARCH DESIGN

In this dissertation, I used mostly qualitative but also quantitative methods in

working to understand (a) how the Knight Foundation has sought to transform itself and
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the journalism field; and (b) how these efforts have given shape to the leading innovation
effort in journalism, the Knight News Challenge, and (c) the winning innovations that
have emerged from the competition. Therefore, the overarching “sample” was limited to
the Knight Foundation (vis-a-vis other nonprofit foundations); with an even further
limited interest in the foundation’s media, innovation, and journalism activities —most
notably, the Knight News Challenge (vis-a-vis the foundation’s other philanthropic
efforts); and, more particularly, a subsidiary focus on a chosen set of winners of the News
Challenge who intended to start news organizations/platforms (vis-a-vis other winners).
This course of research can be understood as a three-step series of within-case analyses,
ranging in specificity and depth: from the macro-level view of the Knight Foundation
itself (see Chapter 5), to a meso-level consideration of the Knight News Challenge (see
Chapter 6), to a micro-level analysis of select News Challenge winners who sought to
produce journalism (see Chapter 7). These case study components were conducted
concurrently during the Winter and Spring of 2010, and therefore each contributed to
informing the other in a symbiotic whole. Through it all, my aim in the overall case study
was to understand the process through these organizational and individual actors
articulate and act in relation to the tension between professional control and open
participation in digital media work. The way that tension is navigated will affect the

ultimate shape of the profession and its place in society.
METHODS FOR DATA COLLECTION AND ANALYSIS

Because each of these within-case studies was distinct from the others,
particularly in how the data were collected and analyzed, I have reserved a more
thorough recounting of these details for the specific chapters to which they apply (see the

“Methods” sections near the beginning of Chapters 5, 6 and 7). For example, the
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complete methods for the meso-level examination of the Knight News Challenge are
recounted in Chapter 6, just before the related findings are presented. This is done
because of the complexity of the methods in that chapter, which includes both
quantitative and qualitative analyses and therefore requires a tandem presentation of
methods and results, as a pairing. Briefly, however, I will describe the major forms of

qualitative methods used in this dissertation: depth interviews and textual analysis.3!
Depth Interviews

As a qualitative method, depth interviews are a common tool for exploring how
people make sense of their world, illuminating the rhetorical construction of their
experience and perspective (Lindlof & Taylor, 2002, p. 173). In journalism research, this
has been particularly true in recent years as scholars have sought to understand how
journalists think about and talk through issues of their work—e.g., their professional
identity (e.g., Deuze, 2005a), occupational authority (e.g., Robinson, 2007), and
relationship with the active audience (e.g., Hermida & Thurman, 2008). While seemingly
simple, the work of doing focused interviews is hard, and takes time and training to
master (Merton, Fiske & Kendall, 1990). I brought to this dissertation work the
experience of having used qualitative interviews in a number of previous studies (e.g.,
Lewis & Reese, 2009; Lewis, 2008; Lewis et al., 2010). In general, depth interviews are
conducted face-to-face, but there is a growing precedent for conducting valid interviews
via telephone (Sturges & Hanrahan, 2004), e-mail (James, 2007; Meho, 2006), and
instant messaging (Kazmer & Xie, 2008). In this research, because my participants were

geographically dispersed, the phone (via Skype connection) was the preferred means of

31 The quantitative methods of statistical data analysis need little justification when explained in light of the
data involved. Please see Chapter 6.
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communication. (For complete details of the methods and protocol used for the major

portion of my interviews, see Chapter 7 and Appendix B.)
Textual analysis

Another common qualitative method, fextual analysis represents the “close
reading” of texts to identify patterns, themes, cultural assumptions, and/or ideological
meanings that are not manifest in the content alone (Frsich, 2009). Indeed, where content
analysis is concerned with identifying and “counting” the frequencies of preselected
textual cues, readily apparent in the data, textual analysis differs in that it attempts to
explore underlying meanings that lie below the surface. This type of analysis involves a
certain intimacy with the texts —otherwise described as an “immersion in the materials”
(Pauly, 1991). This implies not only a deep familiarity with the texts under study, but also
an iterative, inductive process of exploration: a continual back-and-forth of finding and
refining conclusions based on patterns that emerge from the data. Thus, in my close study
of Knight Foundation and Knight News Challenge texts (which included everything from
interview transcripts to blog posts to policy speeches), I looked both for manifest and
latent themes, subtle phrases, and key words that would call up larger meanings in
relation to issues of professional control, open participation, and the ideology of

journalism (Deuze, 2005b).
HUMAN SUBJECTS AND SAFETY

I received approval from the Institutional Review Board at the University of
Texas-Austin before proceeding with any interpersonal elements of this research (for
evidence of IRB materials, see Appendix C). All recipients were notified of the nature of
this research and their opportunity to opt-out at any point. I conducted the interviews “on
the record,” with identifying information as part of the research report; however,
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participants had the option to withhold their identity, either wholly or in part, at any time

during the research process.
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RESULTS OF THE CASE STUDY

Chapter 5: The Transformation of the Knight Foundation

“Thus we seek to bestir the people into an awareness of their own condition,
provide inspiration for their thoughts and rouse them to pursue their true
interests.”

—John S. Knight, “Philosophy of the Knight Newspapers”3?

The purpose of this study is to explore how the Knight Foundation has negotiated
the tension between professional control and open participation in journalism; to
understand if and how that negotiation has been manifest in its signature innovation
initiative, the Knight News Challenge; and to discuss the implications of Knight’s
innovation logic for the profession of journalism. In this chapter, I take up the first part of
that purpose —an examination of the Knight Foundation’s articulation of and funding
approach toward journalism in recent years, to assess how the foundation has handled the
rhetorical and practical implications of professional and participatory modes of
newswork.?3

The importance of this chapter’s analysis is rooted in the prominence of the
Knight Foundation in the journalism field. Knight is widely regarded as the most
influential journalism-oriented nonprofit organization, and that distinction has become
particularly apparent in recent times as it has become the leading funder of nonprofit
news startups and other major journalism initiatives (for evidence: among others, see
Downie & Schudson, 2009; Massing, 2009; Nelson, 2009; Osnos, 2010; Sokolove, 2009;

Wilhelm, 2009). It matters, therefore, to understand how the Knight Foundation ralks

32 See http://knight.stanford.edu/jsk/principles.html.
33 Chapters 6 and 7 give more attention to the applicants to and winners of the Knight News Challenge, and
their negotiation of professional and participatory considerations.
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about journalism, attempts to translate that articulation in the way it underwrites news
innovation, and altogether seeks to shape journalism’s professional orientation for the
future. It matters for what it could suggest about the Knight Foundation’s role in the
boundary work of journalism, based on its cultural rhetoric and structural activities —the
two components to jurisdictional claims, as described by Abbott (1988).

Thus, this chapter addresses a pair of interrelated research questions:

RQ1a. In recent years, how has the Knight Foundation defined journalism?

RQ1b. To what degree has this definition of journalism been associated with
changes in the foundation’s philanthropic activities?

METHODS

To understand how the Knight Foundation has defined journalism and acted in
relation to it, I needed a grounding in the foundation’s rhetoric and activities as a whole.
Over the course of six months (December 2009 to May 2010), I gathered and
concurrently analyzed a body of material that was produced by or about the Knight
Foundation’s journalism, media innovation, and related initiatives. The resulting
collection included more than a hundred “texts,” in the broadest sense of the word,
representing foundation reports, archival notes, news releases, speeches, news articles,
interviews, blog posts, videos, podcasts, and more. Many of these were collected from the
Knight Foundation’s website >4 but, in total, the materials came from a wide variety of
sources that were publicly available across the internet. The materials were found through
relevant keyword searches and my own immersion in the Knight Foundation’s Web-
based offerings. Among the most important of these texts were speeches, policy

statements, and other pronouncements addressing why the foundation was pursuing an

34 See http://www knightfoundation.org/.
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innovation-focused media strategy —such as in the Boston speech discussed in Chapter 1,
or in Alberto Ibargiien’s testimony at a U.S. Senate committee hearing on journalism’s
disruption.®

Additionally, these texts were supplemented with a series of formal and informal
interviews conducted with current and former Knight Foundation staff. The most
important of these were interviews with foundation leaders most closely directing the
Journalism initiatives: Alberto Ibargiien, foundation president and chief executive officer;
Eric Newton, vice president for the journalism program; and Gary Kebbel, journalism
program director and head of the Knight News Challenge. These latter three interviews
were recorded and transcribed, and the resulting texts analyzed among the others here.
Overall, because Ibargiien speaks so frequently as the “face” of the Knight Foundation,
his statements were overly represented among these materials and thus appear quite
frequently in the analysis section to follow.

I textually analyzed this broad sweep of evidence, looking for key words, patterns
and themes that would call up a sense for how the Knight Foundation has articulated its
approach to journalism, innovation, and information generally, and translated those ideals
into actual practice and policy change. From this close reading, I found four interlocking

(though not necessarily sequential) themes that will be explained in this chapter.
OVERVIEW OF THE FINDINGS

First, in the years since Alberto Ibargiien assumed leadership in 2005, the Knight
Foundation has broadened its conception of journalism, moving beyond a professionally
focused definition to include (and even embrace) de-institutional and participatory forms

of expression and expertise. In doing so, Knight has not “abandoned” its commitment to

35 See http://www knightfdn.org/news/press room/knight press releases/detail.dot?id=346885.
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the professional core and its ideals, but rather has re-articulated the foundation’s norms in
a way that make user engagement both a natural and necessary component of 21st
century journalism.

Second, in broadening this definition, the foundation has downplayed the
ideologically laden “journalism” in favor of the more neutral “information,” a term that
more easily invites participation and open interpretation, and ultimately is associated with
greater trust in distributed publics.

Third, these cultural and rhetorical efforts, significant for their de-institutional
logic, have allowed the Knight Foundation to “decenter” itself and pursue structural
changes in its philanthropy —opening the door to challenge contests, its media innovation
initiative, and other projects that reflect a reformulation of journalism boundaries.

Fourth, and through all of this, the Knight Foundation has emerged as a boundary-
spanning agent, deepening and expanding the scope of its influence both within
journalism and in other fields. Through the shared interest in “information,” the
foundation has connected with other fields and foundation actors, all in pursuit of
Knight’s own revised aim for journalism: one that focuses more on the outcomes of news
(“informed and engaged communities”) than on any particular (professional) means of
accomplishing them. I will explain these patterns in two sections: “From Professionalism

to Participation,” and “From Journalism to Information.”
FROM PROFESSIONALISM TO PARTICIPATION

As I described in Chapter 2, the Knight Foundation historically has been a
Jjournalism foundation. Even while private and financially independent from the Knight
newspaper chain, it nevertheless was funded by the family’s newspaper fortune, long

enjoyed a close relationship with the newspaper chains that bore the Knight name, and
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primarily was in the business of supporting the mainstream press —offering mid-career
fellowships to its professionals, funding more than two dozen endowed chairs at
journalism schools, and pouring money into press freedom advocacy.3¢ All of these
efforts, of course, were highly valued within the field and gave the Knight name a
prominent place in the professional culture, branded as a steward of journalism
excellence (e.g., Cleghorn, 1996; Cunningham, 1999; Kunkel, 2006). In turn, Knight
upheld a definitional standard that resonated that of the press: of journalism as society’s
watchdog steward, holding a high and important calling to make powerful interests

accountable.
A History of ‘Journalism Excellence’

To review the Knight Foundation’s annual reports®” around the turn of the
millennium —beginning in 1999, the earliest point at which a report is available—is to
find a thoroughly consistent reference to journalism and its centrality to the foundation:
“Knight Foundation’s basic mission remains unchanged. We are committed to promoting
excellence in journalism worldwide and to investing in communities where Jack and Jim
Knight owned newspapers” (2000 report).3® References to “journalism excellence”
appear throughout Knight-produced materials during this era (1999-2004) —and, to a

somewhat lesser extent, still do today. The foundation’s 2003 report defined it this way:

Journalism excellence —the accurate, fair, contextual pursuit of the truth—acts in
the public interest. Good journalists verify and clarify. They monitor power as

36 1t should be noted that the foundation does not fund only journalism initiatives. From its earliest days,
the Knight Foundation has distributed its funding among several priority categories, including
Communities, Culture, and Education. In terms of overall grant outlays, only about a quarter of Knight’s
funding had gone to Journalism during the foundation’s first 50 years, according to the 1999 annual report.
Nevertheless, there is little question that Knight, as a brand, remains most powerful in the journalism field,
where, the same report noted, it is “synonymous with excellence” (p. 21).

37 See http://www knightfoundation.org/about _knight/annual/.
38 Unless otherwise noted, all emphases within quotes are mine —as is true in other chapters of this sudy.
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fair, independent auditors. Their news is interesting, relevant, presented in
context. They consciously seek truth on behalf of their whole community .3

The 2000 annual report provides some additional insight. It notes that, in the
process of a thorough reassessment of the Knight Foundation’s aims and grant-making,
foundation advisors “were in agreement that we should focus on our two signature
programs. We will continue to promote journalism of excellence by supporting the
education of current and future journalists and by defending a free press worldwide.” In
this sense, journalistic excellence was pursued through a scaffolding strategy: building
the right structural apparatus of training and autonomy to help the profession wield its
full might in defense of truth and justice, at home and abroad.

Around this time, in the early 2000s, the Knight strategy for journalism education
was reaching its zenith. The foundation was busy placing more than two dozen industry
veterans in full-professor positions at the nation’s leading college journalism programs,
aiming to improve the quality of skills-based education—the industry’s primary concern
at the time, and a source of much tension with the academy (Reese & Cohen, 2000;
Reese, 1999). In taking this approach, the foundation implicitly was aligning itself with
the industry, accepting the industry’s professionalizing efforts, and reinforcing a basic
assumption of the time: that journalism and professional newsworkers were one and the
same — the former impossible without the latter. According to Newton, who has been

with the foundation since 2001,

Knight determined 20 years ago [around 1990] that if we could bring the
Jjournalism education and the profession closer together, that would help advance
Jjournalism excellence in America. ... So, Knight said, “Well, we want to start
endowing chairs at the great schools of journalism and communication and
systematically do that. And the chairs are not for Ph.D.s who have no experience
in the profession. The chairs are for professionals who have demonstrated

39 See http://www knightfoundation.org/about knight/annual/images/2003 KF Annual Report.pdf, p. 16
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intellectual capacity equal to or greater than the smartest Ph.D.s, and who are
capable of taking tenured positions at the highest ranks of journalism
education.”40

The endowed-chair strategy reflected Knight Foundation’s abiding faith in the
expertise and wisdom of industry professionals. This link between professionalism and
Jjournalism excellence was reinforced in the 1999 annual report. In its recap of the
foundation’s initiatives during the past half-century, the report notes somewhat obliquely
that a Knight Fellow at Stanford that year had made a presentation suggesting that “the
notion of journalist-as-professional is a relatively new phenomenon.” It quotes the
presenter, Russell Baker: “Fifty years ago, there was much less disposition to take
ourselves or the business as solemnly as we do today.” The foundation’s rejoinder,
however, immediately follows: “But as Larry Jinks points out in the accompanying
reflection on Knight Foundation’s support of midcareer journalism, supporting
professionalism, consistently and over time, is a proven way to ensure journalism of
excellence.” (p. 36)

Thus, in the Knight Foundation worldview leading up to the early 2000s,
journalism excellence is a function of professionalism. The premise of this stance is
easily understood: As discussed in Chapter 3, professionalization leads to consistency of
standards, greater adherence to accepted codes of ethics, internal peer review, and so
forth—all of which should promote higher-quality journalism. Moreover, this emphasis
on professionalism was generally consistent with the times, during which the notion of
citizen-based journalism was of only marginal consideration. Nevertheless, while a
professionalism-oriented journalism definition might have been quite reasonable under

the circumstances, my point in emphasizing it here is to make a contrast: to hold it up

40 Unless otherwise noted, quotations come from personal interviews conducted in early 2010.
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against the foundation’s more complex and de-professionalized articulation of

journalism, news, and information that has emerged in the years since.
The Influence of Alberto Ibargiien

Alberto Ibargiien, president and publisher of The Miami Herald and a longtime
newspaper executive elsewhere, took over leadership of the Knight Foundation in July
2005. The transition came during a turbulent time for the industry; despite a strong U.S.
economy, cracks were starting to show in the business model that sustained newspapers,
and cost-cutting measures and consolidations began to become more severe. In 2006, the
Knight-Ridder newspaper chain, then the second-largest newspaper company in the
United States, was sold to McClatchy Co. With the sale, the Knight name left the
newspaper scene. “For the first time in more than a century, there may not be a Knight
newspaper in America,” the foundation’s 2005 annual report records. “That is sad news.”
Concerns about the future of newspapers—and news generally —weighed heavily on
Ibargiien during his early tenure at Knight. After some soul-searching and consultant-
seeking, Ibargiien said he realized that neither he nor Knight nor any of the so-called

experts had the answers.

[T]he more I thought about this, the more I thought, “Listen. The main thing
you’ve got to remember in foundations is you’re not God and you’re not even the
mayor, and you do not have anywhere near the resources to solve all the problems
that you’re interested in. So don’t even try.” ... What I wanted to do was first of
all acknowledge that we didn’t know where we were going. And that meant we
had to pause our very, very active practice of teaching best practices. We had just
done 20-odd chairs of journalism, in as many universities. We had become the
most important funder of mid-career journalism education. Shame on the industry
that didn’t fund it. We did. And so I said, “We’ve really got to pause. We can’t
teach best practices for a world we don’t know.”*!

41 Ibargiien, personal interview.

77



Ibargiien’s move away from endowing journalism chairs marked the beginning of
a key shift at Knight Foundation, one that has since transformed the nature of the
foundation and its funding efforts. This shift engaged at least three major components,
each reinforcing the others; I will describe them below, and then provide examples from
the case material.

* First, Knight accepted that the “problem” for journalism in an era of digital
disruption was the need to find new or refurbished models through which journalism’s
core functions and societal benefits could be achieved, to “meet the information needs of
communities,” in the foundation’s common refrain —but the solution, however, was not
saving newspapers as such.

* Second, Knight turned away from its longstanding reliance on professional
expertise—both the news industry’s and its own—to acknowledge that the solutions may
well come from the aggregate expertise of a participatory crowd of contributors. Typified
by Knight’s abandonment of the endowed-chairs strategy, this reflected a shift from faith
in (individual) professionals to faith in (collective) “crowds of wisdom.”#? It also
represented a growing trust in the capacity of participation from actors beyond the
profession’s core: from bloggers and activists engaged at the margins of journalism, from
the “people formerly known as the audience,”#? and from fields beyond journalism—
from computer programmers, venture capitalists, community foundations, and a host of

others who would bring solutions outside the scope of anything Knight might imagine.

42 See Wilhelm (2009): “With the news challenge, Knight seeks to circumvent the top-down nature of
foundation giving and insteadsolicit ideas from outsiders, be they charity leaders, business owners, or
everyday citizens. In the parlance of the digital revolution, Mr. Ibargiien says he is seeking the ‘wisdom of
the crowd.””

43 See how Newton used this iconic phrase, popularized by Rosen (2006), in his essay for Nieman Lab:
http://www .niemanlab.org/2010/01/eric-newton-shame-on-us-if-we-dont-take-the-steps-needed-to-feed-

knowledge-to-our-democracy/
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This was portrayed as participation both in the grant-funding process (as in the case of
challenge contests), as well as in the actual work of informing their communities (as in
the case of citizen/participatory journalism). Thus, trust in participation, and the
collective wisdom wrought by such, become baseline assumptions of Knight’s operations.

* Third, these connected assumptions —that neither Knight nor the news industry
had the solutions to the “informed communities” problem, but that answers could come
through participation from distributed crowds that were newly connected online —led
Knight to conclude that it should give up control over some facets of its philanthropy, as
it did with the challenge contests. Furthermore, the foundation chose to give up control
over maintaining journalism’s professional boundaries of exclusion, of defining
journalism excellence by the professionalization of the actor, by rhetorically opening the
gates to greater participation from audiences.

We find these intersecting assumptions in a wide range of Knight Foundation

texts since 2006, but especially in statements made by Ibargiien:

About three years ago, when I came in, and with the trustees, we took a look at
the situation in journalism—and even in the communities side—and decided we
needed to change the standard and try to do social investing more than charity. ...
On the journalism side, we had just endowed 21 chairs at the best journalism
schools in the country, and my really strong feeling was that here we are trying to
teach best practices to the best people in the best schools for jobs that aren’t likely
to exist. Or, if that’s an exaggeration, what isn’t an exaggeration is that you can’t
teach a best practice about a world you don’t know —and we really don’t know
what is going to evolve. ... The participatory nature [of media] is only the
beginning of it. It’s the knowledge that the information doesn’t belong to me that
is difficult—and that it belongs to you. ... [W]hat I am responsible for is to come
up with answers for how to meet the information needs of communities. Not fo
save newspapers or television news or radio news—but about how to meet
information needs. And so I thought the first thing we needed to do was to admit
we don’t know what we’re doing; we needed to admit that we don’t know where
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we’re going. And that’s where we came up with the idea for the Knight News
Challenge .44

It is incredibly liberating to admit you don’t know the answer. Then you don’t
have to go out and pretend and say, I am the foundation, I have an idea, and I
have the money. Instead you can afford to say, [ have some money, here’s the
problem we’re worried about, do you guys have any ideas?+

Professionals, by nature, seek to be autonomous from outside influence, and so an
acknowledgment of one’s lack of expertise or lack of control is a serious departure from
the professional paradigm. Nevertheless, Ibargiien’s logic—of openness, of distributed
control, of crowd wisdom and collective engagement—is more in tune with the digital
media environment and its participatory culture (as described in Chapter 3). And, in this
sense, his logic may reflect the Knight Foundation’s adaptation to the situation—its own
way of “figuring out the flow” (Ibargiien’s words) and leveraging the momentum to
accomplish its purposes. Part of this going-with-the-flow approach involves learning to
roll with the “chaos” of mass participation brought on by digitization—this “wonderful
strangeness”40 that can emerge —which Ibargiien likens to the confusion and

consternation that immediately followed the invention of movable type.

Before Gutenberg, monks were in control of information and there was order.
Long after Gutenberg, we had assimilated the impact: literacy was general and
books and pamphlets helped make the Renaissance and Enlightenment. But, in
those crazy, in-between years, it must have seemed like chaos. Those are the years
we’re living now, just post the World Wide Web and Internet and all things
digital. And at a time of change and uncertainty, it is even more critical to focus
on the core. So, the question we should ask, the question we ask at Knight
Foundation, is not, how can we save newspapers, but rather, how can we save
Jjournalism and communication. ... Nobody has all the answers. But I believe that
the changes in how we communicate, and in how we define community, have

44 See http://www.mediabistro.com/articles/cache/al0584.asp.
45 See Wilhelm (2009).

46 See http://www tacticalphilanthropy.com/2008/03/tactical-philanthropy-podcast-alberto-ibarguen.
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opened opportunities for journalism ... to connect to people and engage them in
ways that will define our future.#’

Breaking Down Jurisdictional Exclusivity: Participation and ‘Their True Interests’

In this sense, “saving journalism” becomes closely associated with making it
more relevant to, reflective of, and engaged with the citizens it is intended to serve—all
normative aims that grew out of the public journalism movement of the 1990s and were
incorporated into the citizen/participatory journalism logic of the 2000s (Haas, 2007; Nip,
2006; Rosenberry & St. John III, 2010). Public journalism and citizen journalism share an
interest in renegotiating the jurisdictional boundaries of professional journalism to allow
for greater public input on what to cover and how to cover it—in effect, lowering the
barrier between journalist and audience in a manner that threatens professional autonomy
(McDevitt et al., 2002; Singer & Ashman, 2009b). This is significant because the Knight
Foundation, among other nonprofit foundations, had a role in nurturing, in word and
money, nascent forms of public journalism, as did Knight-Ridder newspapers
(Rosenberry & St. John III, 2010). Hodding Carter III, who served as Knight Foundation
president from 1998 until he retired in 2005 (and was replaced by Ibargiien), gave several

speeches in support of public (or civic) journalism. In 1998, he said:

Civic journalism says that journalists need to rediscover the total community,
listen to the total community, cover the total community and advocate for the total
community. It says that the people who live in a neighborhood know as much, and
probably more, about what is wrong with it and what might be done to fix it than
city officials and certified experts .8

This early concern for the limits of professional expertise and the need for greater
public engagement, evident in the late 1990s, would set the stage for the Knight

Foundation’s embrace of media participation as the growing ubiquity of digital media

47 See http://www knightfoundation.org/news/speech detail.dot?id=348406.
48 See http://204.8.120.192/kiosk//editor/98 .dec/carter] htm.
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made that possible in more recent years. During Ibargiien’s tenure, from 2006 onward,
this became particular apparent. Just as Knight legitimized extra-professional
contributions and the wisdom of the crowd by acknowledging its own (and the
industry’s) lack of expertise in disruptive times, the foundation likewise made acceptable
forms of external engagement with journalism—e.g., participatory journalism—by
suggesting that such could co-exist with and even complement the work of professionals.

As Newton described it in a 2006 speech:

The new era has turned journalism upside down and inside out. Every element—
who a journalist is, what a story is, which medium works best, even how to
describe the people formerly known as the audience—every element is changing.
A journalist can be anyone. A story can be data, events, issues, ideas—or all of
them. A medium can be words, sound, pictures—or all of them. An audience can
become a journalist.*

More broadly and more frequently, Knight Foundation officials speak of media
participation beyond the context of journalism, eagerly endorsing the widening capacity
for users to take part in the creation and distribution of information, on their terms. When
he appeared before Congress in 2009 to testify at a Senate committee hearing on the
Future of Journalism, Ibargiien said, “I enthusiastically welcome the democratization of

media and am thrilled by its possibilities.”>"

We are living in a moment of extraordinary creativity. We will be a nation of
media users, not consumers. We’re going from the information model of one-to-
many, of “I write/You read” to many-to-many, made possible by technology .>!

More than a mere acknowledgment of changing patterns in communication, this
conception of the active audience —articulated time and time again by Ibargiien,

particularly —represents a foundational statement about Knight’s assumptions and

49 See http://www knightfdn.org/news/press room/knight press releases/detail.dot?id=330504.
50 See http://www knightfdn.org/news/press room/knight press releases/detail.dot?id=346885.
51 See http://www knightfoundation.org/news/speech detail.dot?id=347669.
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orientation. Toward the end of a 2009 speech in which he laid out the rationale for the
foundation’s emerging emphasis on media innovation, Ibargiien said, “What all of these
[innovations] have in common is an assumption that the era of ‘I write, you read’ is
over.” While such may ring hollow as easy rhetoric—fashionable, even, at a time when
social media is chic—I would argue that this invocation of “I write, you read” is
significant for how it relates to the ideology of journalism (Deuze, 2005b) and its
overarching emphasis on professional control of gatekeeping. In a widely cited piece,
Deuze (2003) suggests that user participation online “underminel[s] the ‘we write, you
read’ dogma of modern journalism” because it threatens the “core values and ideals” of
autonomous control over the way audiences come to understand the world (p. 220). Thus,
to contend that the “era of ‘I write, you read’ is over” is to contend that the ideology of
journalism is over—or, at the very least, unalterably contested and perhaps transformed
as control over content increasingly passes into the hands of end-users.

Ibargiien acknowledges the discomfiting perplexities this situation creates for
professionals. At a Knight-sponsored Media Learning Seminar for community nonprofit
foundations —a group well accustomed to the idea of sharing control with partnering

institutions —he said:

If you’re used to being the expert, it’s really hard to let go. When you talk to any
editor of a newspaper or news director of a television station or a radio [station],
they take great pride in having come to the craft by a lot of hard work. They have
developed a lot of stories, they know what good journalism is. That just really
butts up against the notion that I think most of the people in this room, by nature
of the work that we do, would say, “Well, geez, you’ve got to find partners.
You’ve got to collaborate. This just makes absolute sense.” And then [they] say,
“The wisdom of the crowd? What does that mean? That you’re going to all of
sudden be edited by bloggers?” ... This is really an uncomfortable time of
experimentation.>?

52 See http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vyi-s | LNatY &feature=player embedded.
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At another moment during the same meeting, Ibargiien explained why he
considers David Cohn’s Spot.Us project, a 2008 Knight News Challenge grantee (see
Chapters 6 and 7 and Appendix A), to be “in some ways the most important grant we
made in all of this” push for media innovation. Because Spot.Us uses the micro-
contributions of a distributed crowd to fund investigative journalism in local
communities —in effect, allowing the public to decide which news stories get reported —
“that is fundamentally different than the ‘I write, you read’ model. That invites the
crowd. You don’t get the money, you don’t do the story. ... What I find really important
about this is it effectively includes the reader in a fundamentally different way than any
other model.”>3

Thus, a norm of participation —that users should be enabled to engage, take
control, and contribute to the news discourse—has developed in the foundation’s culture
of and assumptions for media innovation. While this norm can be linked historically to
the foundation’s early interest in supporting civic/public journalism, what I found more
striking was the extent to which these references to citizen participation were historicized
through the words of Jack Knight. In 1969, he set forth the “Philosophy of the Knight

Newspapers,”* concluding with this remark:

We seek to bestir the people into an awareness of their own condition, provide
inspiration for their thoughts and rouse them to pursue their true interests.

No phrase has appeared more frequently in Knight Foundation reports nor been
invoked more regularly in Knight Foundation speeches. It serves as the foundation’s
credo. Often it is referred to briefly as justification for supporting policies and initiatives

that foster “their [own] true interests.” While in many cases this reference occurs rather

53 See http://vimeo.com/9831443.
54 See http://www knightfoundation.org/about knight/pdf/1969 04 JSK principles of Knight.pdf.

84




generically, its usage has become particularly apparent recently in the way Knight
Foundation (and Ibargiien especially) talks about its purposes for media experimentation
and innovation.

The citizen is a user of information more than a passive consumer. Mine is not a
lament for the past, which excluded many, especially women and minorities, from
the main pages of newspapers and the evening news. I welcome the
democratization of media and its possibilities. The question is not how to save the
traditional news industry, but how to meet the information needs of communities
in a democracy so that people might, as Jack Knight used to put it, “determine
their own true interests.”>>

Our operating principles are simple: (1) We believe that the role of information is
to enable citizens to determine their own true interests. (2) We believe we’re
living through a time of such enormous change that the most responsible thing we
as a foundation can do is to experiment and learn, experiment more and learn
more. (3) We believe that the best communities are informed and engaged
communities and so we seek to support programs and projects that lead to that
end.>¢

In a speech to the League of American Orchestras National Conference in June
2009, Ibargiien spoke of the similarities between newspapers and orchestras (e.g., a sense
of calling among their members, an emphasis on professional polishing and judgment
before their products are presented to the public, etc.). He used the opportunity to connect
Jack Knight’s vision for a good newspaper with the Knight Foundation’s present
adaptations —such as its openness to participation, inclusion of crowd wisdom, and
general acceptance of wider boundaries for journalism.

There is a fierce debate within the newsroom about the authority and authenticity
of the new ... citizen journalists, information aggregators and bloggers, upstarts
that challenge the established order of the full, accurate, contextual search for
truth that mainstream journalists cling to with justified pride in their
accomplishments. What can the inclusion of community or audience bring to the
craft, they ask? The music analogy for this is reported by Alex Ross in The Rest is

55 See http://www knightfoundation.org/news/speech detail.dot?id=347669.
56 See http://www knightfoundation.org/news/press room/knight press releases/detail.dot?id=344266.
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Noise. He writes that, “The debate over the merits of engagement and withdrawal
has gone on for centuries.” But, in his view, “Composition only gains power from
failing to decide the eternal dispute. In a decentered culture, it has a chance to
play a kind of godfather role, able to assimilate anything new because it has
assimilated everything in the past.” What better describes our society’s
communication culture than “decentered?” And what better way to think about
this than as nothing but opportunity to perform a critical service? Our
foundation’s founder, Jack Knight, understood this for his time and viewed the
role of great newspapers as bringing together all sorts of information in a way that
made sense so as to inform and inspire their readers and help the people’ to
determine their own, “true interests.”>8

The journalism profession, Ibargiien is suggesting, should be playing this
“godfather role.” Comfortable in what it has accomplished in the past, the profession, he
is saying, should be confident in assimilating new forms of participation without finding
this process a threat to its professional identity because the longstanding role of
journalism has been to “bring together all sorts of information.” The unspoken sense is
that even while such assimilation has yet to happen across the news industry (e.g.,
Jjournalists still clash with bloggers), the Knight Foundation is positioning itself to assume
a godfather kind of role within the profession. By “decentering,” or shaking up, its own
understanding of journalism—i.e., allowing jurisdictional claims to open up and include a
greater swath of participants and possibilities —the foundation is attempting to
accomplish what the newspaper of late has failed to do: inspire people, give them critical
information, and help them discover their own true interests. The emblem of this

ambition is the Knight News Challenge.

57 This progressive ideal can be compared to the motto of the E.W. Scripps newspaper company: “Give
light and the people will find their own way” (see http://www .scripps.com/heritage/our-motto).

58 See http://www knightfoundation.org/news/speech detail.dot?id=348406.
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Knight News Challenge: Bringing It All Together

In assessing its place in journalism, the Knight Foundation took a self-reflective
step away from several of its traditional roles: of worrying about the “health of
newspapers” (see Sokolove, 2009); of funding established institutions, mainly of the
traditional journalism variety, through a relatively closed process; and of “pretending” to
have the answers from the get-go, in the typical top-down fashion of foundation funding
(see Wilhelm, 2009). What emerged was the Knight Brothers 21st Century News
Challenge, as it was originally called: a challenge contest that would not be solely
concerned with saving newspapers, but instead would be an open call for applications
from individuals as well as institutions (inside and outside of journalism), and would
acknowledge, publicly, that the Knight Foundation needed help in identifying solutions to
the growing problems for journalism. In May 2006 —just less than a year after Ibargiien’s
arrival —the foundation first outlined some of its ideas for the News Challenge, and
encouraged suggestions for how to distribute the $25 million over 5 years. Perhaps

fittingly, it used a user-generated website (Newsvine) to publish this initial proposal:

The John S. and James L. Knight Foundation plans to seek people and
organizations that will do in the 21st century what the Knight brothers’
newspapers did in the 20th century. Those newspapers helped define
communities. They described the happenings and defined obstacles and
opportunities. They created a sense of place by creating a shared experience. They
did it with integrity and insight. They reached a mass audience, creating a critical
mass of thinking and feeling. Their news was the glue that held communities
together. In a democracy that is organized by geography, the fate of every
American village, town, suburb and metropolis depends on citizens being able to
get the news they need to run their lives and their governments. The Knight
Brothers 21st Century Challenge hopes to recognize transformative ideas, pilot
projects, leadership initiatives and investment opportunities that will help improve
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the flow of journalism, information and news in the public interest in America’s
communities.>

Under the “what we’re looking for” section of the original proposal, the
foundation said that, among other things, it was seeking “new ways for people to
communicate interactively to understand one another” and “new ways for people to use
information, news and journalism to imagine their collective possibilities as
communities.” Indeed, in the first year of the contest, the proposal documents included a
reminder to applicants about tailoring their projects with the words of Jack Knight in
mind: “Thus we seek to bestir the people into an awareness of their own condition,
provide inspiration for their thoughts and rouse them to pursue their true interests.” All of
these serve to underscore an implicit emphasis on participation that was built into the
contest from the start.

For the Knight Foundation, the News Challenge represented the first real leap into
the innovation realm. It was the foundation’s initial foray into prize philanthropy, and so
represented a loss of (some) control over refining the topic for proposals. It meant erasing
old boundaries about who could be a grant recipient, moving beyond the usual suspects
(i.e., other nonprofits or universities) to include virtually anyone with a good idea
(Wilhelm, 2009). It meant “suspend[ing] our internal bureaucratic rules” and
“pretend[ing] as long as we possibly could that there weren’t any rules at all.”® It meant
trying to market the competition to the world in multiple languages. It was a request-for-

proposals “on steroids.”®! Ibargiien described the uncertainty that this strategy entailed:

[The News Challenge] assumes that the wisdom is out there, not in our office, and
seeks to find it. It also requires a certain level of comfort with chaos, since you

59 See http://21st-century-news-challenge.newsvine.com/ news/2006/05/12/195130-the-21st-century-
news-challenge-what-would-you-do.

60 Newton, quoted in Wilhelm (2009).

61 Kebbel, quoted in Wilhelm (2009).
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don’t know when or if those great ideas are going to come in or in what form.
Moreover, the contest is worldwide, so you truly don’t know where something
might originate.6?

At another time, he said:

I give great credit to my [board of] trustees, who went from 0 to 60 in the space of
a couple of trustee meetings, and after only, I guess, about four or five meetings
with me, ended up agreeing to do the first of these [innovation projects], which
was the News Challenge. And when one of them said, ‘Well, but what exactly
will we be funding in this challenge?’ [laughs] And I said, as honestly as I could,
‘I don’t know!’%3

While its $25 million budget is dwarfed by the roughly $100 million that the
foundation spent on journalism initiatives (as a whole) in the 2000s, the News Challenge
nevertheless appears to have become, both for the foundation and journalism observers,
its most visible project—one that embodies a fusion of the foundation’s journalism roots
and its innovation aspirations. Now four years into the contest, Knight has walked an
uneasy line in negotiating journalism’s explicit place in the News Challenge. The word
“journalism,” clearly a part of the original framing of the competition, was dropped in
favor of “news and information” for purposes of appealing to a broader set of potential
grantees.®* And the nature of some of the grantees has caught some in the profession—
and Knight’s own board of trustees —a bit off guard. For example, in the contest’s first
year, MTV received a $700,000 grant to equip young adults in all 50 states to cover the
2008 U.S. presidential election with cellphone-video news reports intended to reach teens

and 20-somethings. In describing the project for a podcast on “tactical philanthropy,”

62 See http://www knightfoundation.org/news/speech detail.dot?id=349212.

63 Ibargiien, personal interview.

64 As Kebbel said, “We purposely talk about ‘news and information” so that we make the field as broad as
possible for what the News Challenge does. And we purposely say that our goal is not to save newspapers.
But we are very focused on journalism and its ethics, and values, and principles. ... But the News
Challenge itself, you don’t have to have, let’s say, journalism in the traditional sense to have a winning
application.”
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Ibargiien acknowledged, “Now some people will listen to this and they’ll just vomit on
the table. They just won’t be able to stand the idea that you can actually deliver serious
news and substantive news and information in such a frivolous way. Well, that’s too
bad...”% Of the 51 News Challenge winners through 2009 (see Appendix A), a number
of them involve games, databases, wikis, and an array of other projects that, as Kebbel
noted, might not qualify for some people as “traditional journalism.”

Nevertheless, the News Challenge represents the foundation’s signature effort to
upgrade journalism for the digital age—to meld the best of old-school ethics and ideals
with the finest of new-age tools and tactics, all with a baseline assumption that media
should be participatory. Introducing the contest in 2006, Ibargiien said, “Our bigger
hope —in fact, our plan—is that the values that defined the Knight brothers —values of
integrity, fairness, community and verification journalism—will survive into our brave
new world.”¢¢

In all, the Knight Foundation has not abandoned its longstanding commitment to
“journalism excellence,” which still today it tends to define as the “fair, accurate,
contextual search for truth.”¢7 As evidence of this commitment, Newton and others point
to the continuing flow of grants to mid-career and online training programs for working
professionals, journalism education initiatives for curriculum development, and the $15
million® recently staked to investigative reporting by startup news organizations.® What

has changed, however, is the foundation’s articulation of journalism: what it constitutes,

65 See http://www tacticalphilanthropy.com/2008/03/tactical-philanthropy-podcast-alberto-ibarguen.
66 See http://www j-lab.org/awards/2006 knight batten symposium keynote speech/.
67 See http://www knightfoundation.org/news/press room/knight press releases/detail.dot?id=326097.

68 See http://www knightfoundation.org/news/press room/knight press releases/detail.dot?id=348319.
69 As Newton said, “We don’t leave the question of journalism excellence behind because we are coming
into a digital age. It just becomes a more complex world. The endowments that we created still exist. ...
Just because we gave them a grant 20 years ago doesn’t mean we’ve forgotten about them.”
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how it is accomplished, and who gets to take part. Metaphorically speaking, the Knight
Foundation has taken the tent of journalism, which used to accommodate a small
professional class, and uprooted its stakes, stretching it beyond its original footprint to
include a much wider set of actors (c.f., Cooper, 2008). This resituated tent for journalism
is more noisy, more chaotic, and yet the foundation revels in the dialogical participation
that is beginning to take place. Rhetorically, this is the “journalism” Knight seems intent
on building: one that is more inclusive, one that doesn’t presume to have all the answers,
and one that is more forward-looking than backward-leaning—in short, one that
embodies the characteristics of the Knight News Challenge itself. As I will show in the
next section, however, this expansive progression has undergone yet another important

change in Knight’s rhetoric and culture—a shift from “journalism” to “information.”
FROM JOURNALISM TO INFORMATION

It was September 18,2007, and Alberto Ibargiien was preparing to deliver a
plenary speech at the Council on Foundations’ community foundation conference in San
Francisco. It was the largest such annual gathering of its kind, bringing together
representatives from hundreds of local, place-based nonprofits. Reading through his
prepared remarks, Ibargiien found that he was “fairly bored” with his own material, and
so when he stepped to the lecturn that afternoon, he decided to ad-lib a portion of the talk

to cover what he really cared about: “information needs.”

I just sort of got off on this tangent saying, “How does it happen that this
incredible fantastic network of community foundations that you are, that are
formed, every single one of you, to meet the core needs of your communities,
there’s not a one of you that understands information as a core need? And yet [
can’t imagine there’s anybody in this room ... who doesn’t believe that
information is at the core of a well-functioning democracy. And so why in the
world does that happen? Well, maybe you’re afraid of media. And maybe you
think of media just as something that allows you to place a story about a grantee
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of yours. We’ve got to rethink that. You’ve got to understand what’s happening in
media.””0

So, Ibargiien made an impromptu decision: He invited everyone to visit Miami
the following February for the first Media Learning Seminar, to discuss the changes of
digital media, their impact on local news and information, and the role that community
foundations could play in stimulating media creation. Several hundred of them came, and
each year since the seminars have been focused on giving regional- and community-
based foundations “new insights into the changing media landscape and emerging
technologies while offering concrete examples of how foundations are helping to fill their
community’s information voids.””!

The story of the Media Learning Seminars is the story of the Knight Foundation’s
latest iteration —one that has seen the foundation increasingly move beyond its home in
Jjournalism to connect with fields and foundations beyond. The short version is that
Knight has made a strategic shift in rhetoric, from talking about “journalism” to
emphasizing “information,” in an appeal to a broader set of professional fields,
philanthropists, and foundations.’? The longer version is a bit more complex, and
involves the recent introductions of the Media Innovation Initiative, the Knight
Community Information Challenge, and the Knight Commission on the Information
Needs of Communities in a Democracy. Each of these initiatives and evolutions, in their
own way, has contributed to the shaping of Knight’s norms for journalism and its

democratic functions.

70 Tbargiien, personal interview.

71 See http://www.informationneeds .org/media-learning-seminar.
72 This contrasts with the Freedom Forum, which didn’t mind “communication” in the academy as long as
“journalism” was still given a distinct place (Charles Overby, personal communication, c. 1999).
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To begin with, and as explained previously, Knight has an overriding concern

about the fate of quality information in democracy.

Media is all around us, yet communities are challenged to deliver news and
information to defined geographic areas. ... the Knight Foundation is interested in
both the craft of journalism and the essential information needs of our
communities. And we are keenly aware that as the craft is transformed by
technological and market forces, the need for reliable information in a democracy
does not diminish.”

It was for this reason—to help fill the information void left by newspapers’
decline —that Knight introduced the News Challenge contest in 2006. “We were
essentially trying to figure out how do you do what newspapers do for communities in a
democracy, except instead of on paper do it digitally,” Ibargiien said. However, as the
News Challenge contest developed, Knight staff began to wonder if they were unduly
focused on the “means” of informed communities—on the troubled journalism craft—
and instead should give more emphasis to understanding and promoting the “outcomes”
of informed communities, with less regard to how those outcomes were achieved. As
Ibargiien put it:

If you’re being agnostic about the form [i.e., digital delivery], shouldn’t you really
focus on the end result? That is, stop trying to figure out how to fix current media
and instead ask the question, “What does a community in a democracy need?
What kind of information does it need in order to function well within a
democracy? Where are we now, and what public policy can you support that will
get us from where we are now to where we ought to be?”74

The Knight Commission and its Emphasis on ‘Information’

This line of thinking, Ibargiien said, led to the formation of the Knight

Commission on the Information Needs of Communities in a Democracy. In April 2008,

73 See http://www knightfoundation.org/news/speech detail.dot?id=349212.
74 Tbargiien, personal interview.
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this high-level commission—including luminaries such as Google’s Marissa Mayer and
former U.S. Solicitor General Theodore B. Olson (the co-chairs), as well as members
such as John Carroll (former Los Angeles Times editor), Michael Powell (former FCC
chairman), and danah boyd (noted digital media researcher) —was organized in
conjunction with the Aspen Institute, which is led by former TIME managing editor and
CNN chief Walter Isaacson. The commission’s charge: “Rather than on media, the
Knight Commission would focus on communities in the places where people lived and
work,” with the task of (1) articulating the information needs of a community in a
democracy; (2) describing the state of affairs in the United States; and (3) proposing
public policy directions as a result.”> In October 2009, the Knight Commission produced
a report (“Informing Communities: Sustaining Democracy in the Digital Age”) that it
likened unto the work of great commissions past: Hutchins, Kerner, and Carnegie.’® The

Knight Commission’s major findings’” included three “fundamental objectives”:

* Maximizing the availability of relevant and credible information to
communities. The availability of relevant and credible information implies
creation, distribution, and preservation. Information flow improves when people
have not only direct access to information, but the benefit also of credible
intermediaries to help discover, gather, compare, contextualize, and share
information.

* Strengthening the capacity of individuals to engage with information. This
includes the ability to communicate one’s information, creations and views to
others. Attending to capacity means that people have access to the tools they need
and opportunities to develop their skills to use those tools effectively as both
producers and consumers of information.

75 See http://www knightcomm.org/wp-

content/uploads/2010/02/Informing Communities Sustaining Democracy in the Digital Age.pdf, p. 1.
76 C f., http://www niemanlab.org/2010/01/eric-newton-shame-on-us-if-we-dont-take-the-steps-needed-to-
feed-knowledge-to-our-democracy/.

77 See http://www knightcomm.org/executive-summary/.
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* Promoting individual engagement with information and the public life of
the community. Promoting engagement means generating opportunities and
motivation for involvement. Citizens should have the capacity, both individually
and in groups, to help shoulder responsibility for community self-governance.
(bold and italics original)

This passage deserves some attention for what it signals about journalism’s role in
Knight’s formulation of information, communities, and innovation. On the first point,
“credible intermediaries” could be a clear reference to professional journalists —but that
it’s not, explicitly, suggests that Knight (both the Commission and the Foundation) has a
broader articulation of the means by which to gather, filter and share credible
information, and that those means may not always include journalists in the traditional
sense. While journalism does receive fairly substantial treatment in the full report, one
observer was “struck by how little [the report] had to say about how professional

journalists and mainstream news organizations fit into the future of civic media.””3
Speaking the Language of ‘Information’

Contemporaneous to the Knight Commission, the foundation developed the
Knight Community Information Challenge. A five-year, $24 million contest, it is an
almost mirror-image of the News Challenge except that the Information Challenge is a
matching-grant program meant to help place-based foundations “find creative ways to
use new media and technology to engage and inform citizens” — with no emphasis on
journalism in any particular sense.”” The Information Challenge is premised on the two-
pronged belief that information is vital for democracy to function in communities, and

that community-based foundations are best equipped to meet core local needs.

78 See

http://www knightdigitalmediacenter.org/leadership blog/comments/20100208 if news orgs journos wo
nt provide provide local civic news who els/.

79 See http://www.informationneeds.org/community-information-challenge/faq-for-place-based-
foundations.

95



Altogether, between the Knight Commission and the Information Challenge and the

Media Innovation Initiative broadly (see http://www .knightfoundation.org/mii/), the

Knight Foundation has pivoted toward “information,” and away from “journalism,” as
the focus of its innovation interest. This can be seen as more than merely a rhetorical
shift, but indeed an actual structural change in refocusing the jurisdictional boundary

markers (Abbott, 1988). As Ibargiien said:

The whole understanding of our quest being to inform communities in a
democracy in an effective way, I think has freed us to consider a real range of
project options that we almost certainly would never have done before .80

The Knight Foundation, in effect, has been “freed” from the ideological
constraints of operating within a field (journalism) that is struggling with a professional
identity complex, facing perceptual and material threats, and therefore has gone into
defense mode, becoming more insular (Witschge & Nygren, 2009) precisely at the time it
needs to more fully engage outside interests. “Information,” by contrast, has no particular
ideology, and therefore can be malleably shaped to suit a variety of circumstances —
much as the term “platform” has been variously used to justify diverse forms and
functions of digital media (Gillespie, 2010). By invoking “information” and “information
needs,” the Knight Foundation has been able to communicate to and connect with a range
of fields, foundations, and corporations in a way “that we almost certainly would never
have done before.”8! Because “information” is an empty vessel, open to interpretation, it
has enabled Knight to speak the language of other fields, even as it advances the interests

of its own. Ibargiien said:

One of the lessons for me is that when I used to talk about this as journalism,1’d
get the great glazing of the eyes, as people would say, “Get over yourself, you’re

80 Tbargiien, personal interview.
81 Tbargiien, personal interview.
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just not that important, you know!” And now I know to say, “OK, this matters,
this is at the center of almost anything. You tell me your subject, and I’ll tell you
how information matters.”82

CONCLUSION

The Knight Foundation prides itself on a history of entrepreneurship and risk-
taking courage, which it traces to the Knight brothers’ transformation of a small
newspaper company in Akron, Ohio, into the nation’s largest newspaper chain. “The
secret of the Knight papers is ideas, not dough,” Knight Newspapers editor Stuffy
Walters once said. “We have no inhibitions. We’ll try anything.”83 In that same spirit, the
foundation has made transformation the watchword of its recent efforts, because
“transformation is about systemic ideas that are scalable, have broad support from a
network of peers and partners, and are driven by social innovators and entrepreneurs.”’84

Transformation can begin to describe what the foundation has sought to do both
with itself and to the field. Based on my reading of a broad corpus of materials covering
its developments since the late 1990s, I found that the foundation has sought to innovate
itself and the journalism field, contemporaneously, by renegotiating the rhetorical and
actual boundaries of journalism work. Culturally, the foundation downplayed the
emphasis on journalism professionalism from its past to embrace a more de-institutional
approach that was more oriented to outside influence—e.g., the wisdom of the crowd,
participatory forms of journalism, and a broader set of assumptions about what
constitutes journalism and how it might occur in communities. These rhetorical
adaptations paralleled changes in the Knight funding process, most notably in the

development of the Knight News Challenge, which challenged the traditional, top-down

82 Tbargiien, personal interview.

83 See http://www knightfoundation.org/about knight/transformation.dot.
84 See http://www knightfoundation.org/about knight/transformation.dot.

97



grant-funding methods as well as traditional understandings of journalism. In more recent
times, however, the Knight Foundation has undergone a further evolution in moving from
“journalism” to “information.” By downplaying its rootedness in professional journalism
and highlighting its boundary-spanning interest in promoting “information” for
communities, Knight has been able to expand its capital and influence as an agent of
change among fields and funders beyond the journalism field.

Perhaps the most important finding here is that, under the guidance of Alberto
Ibargiien, the Knight Foundation has reframed the “problem” of journalism in the digital
age, away from the notion of saving newspapers (and, by extension, the profession itself)
and toward the challenge of finding new ways to accomplish journalism’s core function
of meeting the information needs of a community. As a result, the foundation has backed
away from its longstanding embrace of professional expertise —i.e., the news industry’s
as well as its own—to acknowledge that the best solutions may come from the distributed
crowd, operating outside the traditional boundaries of journalism. All of this, in turn, has
led the foundation to give up control over some of its own funding processes, and at the
same time give up control over maintaining the boundary work of journalism. This, in
effect, serves to open up journalism, rhetorically and materially, in a way that makes a
foreign object like “participation” not only palatable but even valuable to journalism in

this innovated articulation.
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Chapter 6: The Knight News Challenge

The purpose of this study is to explore how the Knight Foundation has negotiated
the tension between professional control and open participation in journalism; to
understand if and how that negotiation has been manifest in its signature innovation
initiative, the Knight News Challenge; and to discuss the implications of Knight’s
innovation logic for the profession of journalism. In Chapter 5, I examined the first part
of that puzzle: how the Knight Foundation made a strategic shift from “journalism” to
“information,” changing not just its rhetoric but also its actual funding priorities in
relation to the journalism profession. While not abandoning its commitment to
professional training and industry-oriented objectives, nevertheless the Knight
Foundation has pivoted toward a wider audience in recent years, broadening its definition
of journalism and its methods for seeking the normative aim of informed communities.
Along the way, Knight has positioned itself as a boundary-spanning agent in the
journalism field, drawing greater capital and influence at the intersection of technology,
philanthropy, and social innovation. As discussed, a major part of this reinvention of the
Knight Foundation was the establishment of the Knight News Challenge, which quickly
has become “the most high-profile competition in the future-of-news space” (Benton,
2010).

The News Challenge, therefore, deserves greater attention so we can understand
how the Knight Foundation’s organizing logics for journalism have been manifest
“downstream” in the foundation’s funding activities that directly and explicitly seek to
integrate questions of “news” and “innovation.” This is particularly true for a contest that
has become the face of Knight’s efforts to innovate journalism. Because of the contest’s

importance to the foundation and its centrality in the overall innovation strategy, the
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Knight News Challenge should reveal something about the underlying aims of the
foundation. The News Challenge can be seen as the clearest and most public
manifestation of what the foundation is attempting to accomplish with news, information,
and innovation. Therefore, it’s essential to understand the nature of contest applicants,
finalists, and winners—in particular, the content of their proposal applications, because in
that content we find embedded the aspirations and assumptions, tactics and theories of
would-be innovators. This content, in turn, should reflect the general manner in which the
Knight Foundation framed and promoted the competition. More importantly, the content
of proposals that advanced in the competition—i.e., reached the finalist stage — should be
indicative of what Knight was looking for and hoping to fund in the first place.

Thus, this chapter focuses on the content of Knight News Challenge application
proposals generally and finalist/winner proposals especially. The goal is to place these
findings about content in the context of what has been learned so far about the Knight
Foundation’s ambitions. The findings from the previous chapter’s study of the foundation
can be summarized as two concurrent and interconnected shifts: from professional to
participatory and from journalism to information. In this chapter, I hope to examine how
these changes in the Knight Foundation’s rhetorical and structural approach to journalism
were reflected in the content of News Challenge applications, because of what that would
reveal about the foundation’s influence in shaping the assumptions for how journalism
innovation should navigate professional control and open participation.

This chapter addresses these issues using mixed methods. First, I conducted a
secondary analysis of quantitative data that were derived from a media consulting firm’s
content analysis of News Challenge proposals. The purpose of this quantitative portion

was to achieve greater reliability, or greater consistency and dependability of methods. I
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hoped to leverage the power of metric data to provide a more reliable picture of the
contest’s applicants, descriptively, as well as to enable statistical tests that would assess
how particular criteria were predictive®> of one’s application becoming a finalist or
winner—something that would have been impossible with qualitative analyses alone.
Secondly, and as a supplement to the quantitative analysis, I conducted a textual analysis
of winning proposals to see how the patterns that emerged from the former analysis were
evident in the latter. For instance, while it would be helpful to know if applications
focused on participatory forms of news had a greater likelihood of advancing in the
contest, that alone would tell us rather little about the nature of those participatory
features. In my close reading of proposals submitted by eventual winners, I looked for
general themes and cues that would allow me to understand how winners articulated their
aims for journalism—in particular, their approach to issues of professional control vs.
open participation. The purpose of the qualitative portion, therefore, was to pursue
greater validity, or credibility and accuracy. By combining both methods, I hoped to set
forth a more consistent (reliable) and meaningful (valid) representation of the Knight
News Challenge as a whole and its winners in particular, in pursuit of the following

research questions:

RQ2a. Based on a quantitative analysis of proposals, what are the distinguishing
features of applicants, finalists, and winners of the Knight News Challenge, and
how are they predictive of one’s proposal advancing in the contest?

RQ2b. In particular, to what extent do participatory media features predict
advancing in the contest?

RQ3. Based on a qualitative analysis of winning proposals, how do winners of the
Knight News Challenge negotiate issues of professional control and open
participation?

85 As noted previously in Chapter 3, my use of the terms “predict” and “predictive” does not suggest any
kind of causal association. Rather, this usage merely reflects the standard language of regression models.
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METHODS OF THE QUANTITATIVE SECONDARY ANALYSIS

Data

This first set of quantitative analyses draws on data gathered by Latitude Inc., a
Massachusetts-based consulting firm that does statistical data analysis for a number of
media-related clients including AOL, Scripps, Sports Illustrated, Yahoo! News, and Time
Inc., among others.3¢ In 2009, the Knight Foundation contracted with Latitude to conduct
a content analysis of the proposal applications it had received for the first three years of
the Knight News Challenge —the 2007, 2008, and 2009 contest cycles. The coding was
completed in September 2009. In all, Latitude coders analyzed 5,172 application
documents: 243 for Year 1; 2,699 for Year 2; and 2,230 for Year 3. This represented a
census of applications from Years 2 and 3 (2008 and 2009), but only included some
finalists (n = 221) and not even all of the winners (n = 22) from Year 1 (2007). Including
this Year 1 data (n = 243) in my data set would have skewed the results of my analysis,
because it would not have allowed for an apples-to-apples comparison—for example, of
Year 1 finalists/winners vs. Year 1 losers. Therefore, for purposes of validity, my
analyses focused exclusively on data from the second and third years of the contest (2008
and 2009); despite this loss of Year 1 data, the resulting sample (N = 4,929) still
constituted more than 95% of the original data.

During the content analysis conducted by Latitude, approximately 10% of the
entries (or 500 applications) were randomly selected and re-coded by a second coder.
Reliability was calculated using Cohen’s kappa, a standard measure for inter-coder
reliability. This statistic is generally considered more conservative than other methods,

such as percent of agreement, because it does not give credit for chance agreement. An

86 See http://www.latd.com/.

102



average of the Cohen’s kappa value for all variables yielded a .56 reliability, which is
moderate intercoder reliability and therefore acceptable, particularly in an exploratory
context such as this where the variables can be difficult to pin down.

The Knight Foundation gave me access to the final data set in March 2010, and
my analyses were conducted shortly thereafter. To reiterate: The original data set was

coded by Latitude researchers, and my analyses rely on their coding setup and output.
Unit of Analysis

The unit of analysis is the proposal application to the Knight News Challenge.
Applicants to the contest are asked to complete an online form that poses basic questions
about their project, its purpose, and its proposed execution. There is limited space for
reply, keeping each proposal to less than 1,000 words.?” Applicants are asked to name
their proposed project and detail specifics such as their requested amount of funding from
the News Challenge, the total project cost including all funding sources, and the
anticipated amount of time to complete the project. Thereafter, applicants respond to a set
of open-ended questions, such as these drawn from the 2009 application:

* “Describe your project”

* “How will your project improve the way news and information are delivered to
geographic communities?”

* “How is your idea innovative? (new or different from what already exists)”

* “What experience do you or your organization have to successfully develop this
project?”

* “What unmet need does your proposal answer?”

87 Because of the space constraints posed by the short-answer question format of the application, News
Challenge applicants may submit additional supporting material, such as a figure or diagram, but there is no
indication that such were coded by Latitude.
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* “What will you have changed by the end of your project?”

Because the proposal document was the unit of analysis, Latitude coders were
asked to conduct their evaluation “holistically based on the full submission,” according to
the coding instructions.®® However, these instructions indicated that these questions “may
help direct attention to appropriate sections of the application.” For example, in assessing
the background of an applicant, coders might pay particular attention to the section
bracketed by the question, “What experience do you or your organization have to
successfully develop this project?” Nevertheless, on every variable coders were asked to

consider “all open-ended questions.”
Coding and Variables

The dependent variable was categorical, and referred to how far a submission
went in the contest: whether it was an Applicant only (89%), a Finalist (11%), or a
Winner (less than 1%). The coding scheme included 32 variables, most (but not all) of
which were pertinent for this study.?® After becoming thoroughly familiar with the data
set, I chose those variables that seemed most relevant for this analysis. The vast majority
of these variables were already coded as categorical data, but I recoded where needed to
achieve a consistent set where 1 = yes and 0 = no across all variables. I will review the

major variable clusters, in order as they appear later in Tables 2 and 3.

Background

There were three key variables related to one’s background:

88 For a review of the complete codebook for the original content analysis, see Appendix D.
89 For example, some variables had limited usefulness because they pertained only to a single contest year,
as in the case of the question about commercial vs. non-commercial applications.
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* First, coders were asked to assess whether an applicant was made by (1) an
organization or (2) an individual.

* Secondly, coders classified the kind of organization or individual who had
applied. For individual type, the options were: (1) journalist, (2) social activist, (3) artist,
(4) IT/software developer, (5) architect, (6) innovator, (7) researcher, (8) educator, (9)
executive/manager, and (10) other. For organization type: (1) newspaper, (2) media
organization, (3) journalism school, (4) non-profit, (5) local community organization, (6)
research foundation, (7) university, (8§) communication organization, and (9) other.
Knowing these distinctions was useful in developing a basis for understanding the kind of
people or organizations submitting to the News Challenge. But, because I was primarily
interested in assessing if one had a “professional media” kind of background, I combined
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the “individual journalist,” “newspaper” and “media organization” categories to create a
new variable that would reflect any applicant who met either of those criteria (i.e., Media
Background = 1, all others = 0).

Thirdly, coders classified whether a project was focused on the United States (1)

or elsewhere (0).
Features related to contest criteria

I was interested in assessing the extent to which criteria spelled out by the Knight
News Challenge —namely: digital, open-source, innovative, local community, democratic

engagement, and replicable®®—were manifest in those applications that advanced.

90 For details, refer to Chapter 2, or see http://www .newschallenge.org/content/frequently-asked-
questions#projects.
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* First, Latitude classified applications according to the platforms they intended to
use (coders selected all that applied): (1) Web, (2) mobile, (3) print, (4) TV, (5) radio,
and (6) human. The first two were included to represent the digital criterion.

* Second, the open-source criterion was not directly measured in this data set, but
the “software development” category (“Does this product involve the development of
software? Yes or no”) was the best available approximation, given the synonymy of
“open source” and some kind of software creation or modification.

* Third, innovation was measured through the codebook question, “To what
degree does this project involve creating something entirely new or combining existing
elements,” on a 3-point scale where 1 = invention (“creating an entirely new product”)
and 3 = innovation (“taking products that exist and combining them in new ways, for new
audiences, or for new purposes”). I recoded such that a “heavy” emphasis on innovation
= 1 and the other two responses = 0.%!

* Fourth, the local criterion was assessed by classifying how applicants conceived
of “geographic communities,” whether as: (1) large city areas; (2) cities; (3) greater
metropolitan areas; (4) state; (5) country region (e.g., New England); and (6) nation.
Because of Knight’s historical and contemporary emphasis on “community” in the
smaller, metro-like sense (e.g., the “Knight communities™), I recoded this variable such
that a more narrow conception (neighborhood, city, or metro) of geographic community =
1 and the others = 0.

* Fifth, the democratic engagement criterion was measured via the question,
“Does this project directly improve individuals’ engagement with local democracy and/or

increase individuals’ input in their local community?” on a 3-point scale of “not at all,”

911t is worth noting again that the primary reason for reducing this and other variables to a 1-0 scale was
for overall consistently with the rest of the data set, which mainly was categorical (yes and no).
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“a little bit,” and “a lot (focus of the project).” I recoded this variable such that “a lot”
became “high community engagement” and = 1 and other responses = 0.

* Sixth, the replicable criterion was assessed through the question, “Is this project
able to be replicated in other local communities? (must be directly addressed in
submission).” Those projects that explicitly addressed “scalability” were coded as 1 and

others as 0.

Participatory features of the submission

I was interested in assessing the potential for user participation in these proposed
projects, but found that only two variables addressed this directly. User Manipulation
refers to those projects that offered at least “some” or “a lot” in response to the query,
“How much are users of this product/service able to manipulate/modify it?”
Crowdsourcing refers to projects classified as “yes” on the question, “Does this
product/service feature crowdsourcing?” The codebook went on to clarify the definition

of this concept:

Crowdsourcing is the term for outsourcing a task to an undefined, generally large
group of people or community in the form of an open call. For example, the
public may be invited to develop a new technology, carry out a design task, refine
or carry out the steps of an algorithm, or help capture, systematize, or analyze
large amounts of data. (Appendix D)

Additional clusters of variables

For Category, coders could select all possible categories that might describe a
project’s focus: Journalism, Politics, Social Networking, Technology, and Entertainment.
Some additional categories appeared in the original coding (e.g., Health/Medicine and

Environment) but were deemed less relevant for this analysis.
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For Type of Problem Addressed, coders were asked to select all that applied when
considering “What type of problem or unmet need does this submission address?”: (1)
Information flow/access; (2) Community cohesiveness; (3) Information
accuracy/credibility; (4) Organization of information; (5) Economic/financial.

For Nature of the Proposed Solution, coders were asked to select all that applied
in categorizing the proposed project as: (1) Aggregation of information; (2) Transparency
of information; (3) Accuracy/credibility of information; (4) Connectivity among data or
data sets; (5) Connectivity among people (individuals and/or organizations); (6) Increase
in information platforms.

For the Nature of the Information Being Shared, coders were asked to select all
that applied in judging if the project’s information would be shared: (1) One-to-many; (2)
One-to-one; (3) Many-to-one; (4) Many-to-many.

Finally, for the Recency of the Information, coders were asked to select all that
applied regarding the “timeliness” of a given proposal’s approach to information: (1)

Time-critical; (2) Recent but not time-critical; (3) Long-term and/or historical.
Data Analysis

Because the data were at the nominal level of measurement (1 and 0), I used a
series of cross-tabulations and logistic regression to assess the impact of these variables

on the criterion of advancement in the contest.

RESULTS OF THE QUANTITATIVE ANALYSIS

Sample Profile

Before proceeding with the research questions, this chapter presents a descriptive

snapshot of the sample as a whole. As Table 1 shows, in the 2008 and 2009 contest
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cycles, the median applicant was 39, requested $272,000 in funding, estimated her total
project costs at $350,000, and expected to take two years from start to finish.%2
Organizations accounted for just over half (53.6%) of all applications, and the broad
category of “media organization” was used to describe 20.9% of all applicants —the
largest such classification. While applications classified separately as organizations or
individuals, coders could “check all that apply” when assessing what fype of organization
or individual a given application appeared to represent. Therefore, an entity described as
a “media organization” may also have been classified as a “local community
organization” or “research foundation.” Furthermore, because the coding scheme did not
include explicit reference to TV and radio news outlets, these also would have fallen
under the “media organization” label.

Perhaps the most interesting finding from this profile is that newspapers, by and
large, ignored the Knight News Challenge, accounting for only 2.4% of all applicants.
And this was in 2008 and 2009, at a time when the News Challenge had generated
considerable publicity in the trade press after its debut class of 2007 winners. Even if we
include the number of individual journalists (13.4%) applying, that still adds up to less
than 16% of all those who applied.

With regard to the degree of media background possessed by these applicants, the

99 <6

variables “media organization,” “newspaper,” and “individual journalist” represent a
combined total of 35.8% of all applicants. In other words, the majority of News
Challenge applicants were not media professionals in this sense; they were educators,

entrepreneurs, local activists, and software developers, or others—but, tellingly, they

were from fields other than the media industry.

92 The median statistic was used here because of the misleading means associated with the two “money”
variables —amount requested and estimated total cost—on account of serious skewness in the variables.
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Table 1:

Descriptive Statistics Profiling the Nature of Knight News Challenge

Applicants Overall (N =4,929) in the Contest Years 2008 and 2009

% Mean SD Median

Age of the applicant (where identifiable) [n = 4,380] 392 11.8 38
Amount requested for project [n =4,715] $1.890,000 $7.490,000 $272,000
Estimated total cost of the project [n = 4,646] $1.,500,000 $2,310,000  $350,000
Estimated time to complete project (years) [n = 4.,443] 1.76 96 2.0
Organization as the applicant 53.6

Media Organization 209

Non-Profit 93

Local Community Organization 9.0

Communication Organization 79

University 53

Journalism School 39

Newspaper 24

Research Foundation 20

Other 9.0
Individual as the applicant 464

Software/IT 13.6

Journalist 134

Social Activist 6.9

Innovator 6.3

Educator 4.8

Executive/Manager 44

Researcher 30

Artist 14

Architect 0.1

Other 142

Notes: Unless specified, N = 4,929. Percentages may not add to 100% because coders could choose “all that
apply” in deciding what fype of organization or individual a given application represented; e.g., an
applicant could be coded both as a “media organization” and a “newspaper.” Percentages are out of all
applicants (e.g., 13.4% of all applicants, individuals and organizations, were “individual journalists.”
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Distinguishing Features

RQ2a. Based on a quantitative analysis of proposals, what are the distinguishing
features of applicants, finalists, and winners of the Knight News Challenge, and how
are they predictive of one’s proposal advancing in the contest?

To compare the breakdown of variables across the categories of applicant, finalist,
and winner, I conducted a series of cross-tabulations to test for consistency in expected
cell frequencies (see Table 2). At the outset, it should be noted that these findings must be
understood in context, beginning with the vast size differences among the populations in
these categories: Applicant (n = 4,369), Finalist (n = 535) and Winner (n = 25). These
differences are so great, particularly given the very small size of the Winner pool, that I
would not expect always to find neatly linear, stair-stepping increases or decreases from
Applicant to Finalist to Winner—even if such trends might suggest something about the
assessment of Knight judges. Of the comparisons, those between Applicant and Finalist
are the most meaningful, because of the large population sizes for both categories and
because of the idiosyncratic nature of a group as small as the 25 winners. Ultimately,
these cross-tabulations primarily serve to highlight how certain features were represented
among these different groups, descriptively; the logistic regression to come will add a
more theoretical and predictive element to this process.

With that caveat, I would like to highlight some cross-tabulation findings of
particular importance for gaining a picture of the News Challenge.

First, regarding Background: The chi-square tests suggest that being an
organization ()’ = 18.41, p < .001) and having a media background (x> = 14.99,p < .01)
were associated with advancing past the Applicant stage. I will consider other variable

categories in turn:
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Table 2: Cross-tabulation of Applicants (n = 4,369) vs. Finalists (n = 535) vs.
Winners (n = 25) of the Knight News Challenge in 2008 and 2009

Highest Level Reached Significance Test
Applicant  Finalist ~ Winner xX Sig.
(%) (%) (%)
Proposal Characteristics (% yes) 89 11 1
Background of Applicant
Organization 53 60 84 1841 HkE
Media Background 35 42 56 14.99 o
Based in the United States 67 71 76 4.70 ns
Features Related to the Contest Criteria
Web as a platform for use’ 92 96 84 10.21 *
Mobile as a platform for use’ 16 22 32 17.52 HkE
Software development 20 26 40 15.40 HkE
Innovation (rather than invention) 32 41 88 52.58 ok
Local definition of “community” 58 66 64 11.88 *
High community engagement 44 53 48 13.27 o
Scalability (i.e., replication is explicitly stated) 34 43 60 24.99 o
Participatory Features of the Submission
User manipulation 62 74 88 38.30 HkE
Crowdsourcing 36 48 60 33.17 ok
Category
Journalism 46 65 76 77.35 HkE
Politics’ 9 12 12 6.07 *
Social Networking 45 51 44 7.11 *
Technology 24 32 32 15.64 ol
Entertainment’ 14 12 12 1.04 ns
Type of Problem Addressed
Information flow/access’ 82 92 100 41.87 ok
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Community cohesiveness
Information accuracy/credibility
Organization of information
Economic/financial’

Nature of the Proposed Solution
Aggregation of information’
Transparency of information
Accuracy/credibility of information
Connects data or datasets
Connects people
Increases platforms of information

Nature of the Information Being Shared
One-to-many’

One-to-one
Many-to-one
Many-to-many

Recency of the Information
Time-critical
Recent but not time-critical

Long-term and/or historical

59

46

57

14

88

58

41

30

74

53

97

55

43

65

29

79

54

67

48

61

95

69

44

39

75

64

98

50

51

74

42

79

47

64

24

72

32

92

20

16

80

84

64

100

36

48

52

52

80

13.63

5.66

5.74

18.67

23.83

47.717

8.02

4747

1.54

25.74

2.69

8.27

24.57

19.12

41.71

11.02

17.79

ns

ns

sksksk

sksksk

sksksk

sksksk

ns

sksksk

ns

sksksk

sksksk

sksksk

sksksk

Notes: N =4,929. Cell entries for applicant, finalist and winner are percentages, which

have been rounded. df for each variable = 2. %’ cell entries represent the chi-square
statistic. " denotes variables that each had one cell with an expected frequency of less

than 5, and therefore should be interpreted with caution. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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Features Related to the Contest Criteria: There is an increase —from Applicant to
Finalist to Winner—in the proportion of proposals that included mobile as a platform for
use (x> = 17.52, p < .001), proposed developing software (%* = 15.40,p < .001),
approached innovation as recombination rather than invention (y* = 52.58, p < .001), and
explicitly described how they might be “scaled up” elsewhere (y* = 24.99, p < .001). On
the software development variable especially, the jump from finalist (41%) to winner
(88%) was rather dramatic. Meanwhile, the differences on using the Web as a platform,
having a “local” definition of community, and pursuing high community engagement also
were significant, and their proportions increased from Applicant to Finalist. Thus, as
would be expected, all of the contest criteria were better represented among proposals
that advanced beyond the initial stage.

FParticipatory Features of the Submission: Projects that afforded user
manipulation (y* = 38.30, p < .001) and crowdsourcing ()* = 33.17, p < .001) were
increasingly better represented as one moves up from Applicant to Winner, suggesting
that such features were preferred by the judges—to the point that nearly 9 out of 10
winners offered some form of user manipulation.

Category: Projects classified as Journalism (y* = 77.35, p < .001) made up three-
fourths (76%) of the winners —significantly more than the relative percentages for
applicants (46%) and finalists (65%). The other categories, even when statistically
significant, seemed rather inconclusive, with the possible exception of Technology (% =
15.64, p < .001), which showed significant differences between applicant (24%) and

finalist/winner (32%) levels.
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Type of Problem Addressed: A focus on information flow and access (> = 41.87,
p < .001) was manifest among 100% of winners, significantly more than among
applicants (82%). The other findings in this grouping were less clear or non-significant.

Nature of the Proposed Solution: The most stark difference in this grouping was
the proportion of projects with a data-oriented solution (x> = 47.47,p < .001), which
accounted for less than a third of applicants (30%) but grew to make up 80% of the
winners. Other findings here were more muddled and uneven. Projects focused on
aggregation of information (%* = 23.83, p < .001), transparency of information (y* =
47.77, p < .001), accuracy/credibility of information (y* = 8.02, p < .05), and increased
platforms of information (x> = 25.74, p < .001) saw increases from Applicant to
Finalist—which, as mentioned, is a more meaningful comparison than that of Applicant
vs. Winner.

Nature of the Information Being Shared: The one-to-many approach to
distributing information was evident in nearly all proposals (including 100% of winners),
whereas those projects focused on delivering information to the individual (i.e., one-to-
one and many-to-one) were far less represented. A many-to-many information-sharing
approach, perhaps the one most associated with social and participatory forms of media,
increased from Applicant (65%) to Finalist (74%) but was less apparent among Winners
(48%). What is striking about this finding is that more than more than two-thirds of all
applicants to the News Challenge (and even half of all winners) take a many-to-many
approach to handling information, suggesting ample space for user participation.

Recency of the Information: Finally, only the time-critical classification (y* =

41.71, p < .001) was more represented among applications that advanced, suggesting that,
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in the main, projects that focused on time-sensitive information—e.g., news—were
preferred by judges.

Overall, it is interesting to note that on nearly every statistically significant
variable, there was a proportional increase from Applicant to Finalist. This indicates that
proposals that advanced beyond the initial round generally included more of the content
features that the Knight Foundation was hoping to “find” (and thus measure in this
content analysis), as would be expected. Moreover, it is instructive to take stock of the
flip side—the content features that were less represented in moving from Applicant to
Finalist: Entertainment as the project category; Economic/financial as the problem
addressed; One-to-one in the nature of information flow; and Long-term and/or historical
information. Taken together, these contrast with the Knight Foundation’s intent to
facilitate civic news and information (not entertainment), do it in a nonprofit fashion (and
therefore with less emphasis on the business model “problem”), reach as many people as
possible (not merely the individual), and focus on news (as opposed to historical data).

Likewise, it’s important to note those content features that were overwhelmingly
represented (e.g., 85% or higher) among the winning proposals: innovation (as opposed
to invention), user participation, information flow and access, aggregation of information,
and a one-to-many approach. Each of these factors is in sync with the rhetoric of the
foundation, including its emerging focus on information and participation, as discussed
in the previous chapter.

In sum, these findings set forth a descriptive portrayal of the distinguishing
features of the Knight News Challenge’s applicants, finalists, and winners, and the
relationship between advancement and certain factors. Nevertheless, these cross-

tabulations treat each of the variables in isolation, without taking into account the
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potential influence of other variables that might explain away these relationships. In
short, to move beyond this and test the predictive influence of these proposal features, a

regression was the necessary next step.
Predictive Factors

Based on these cross-tabulation findings and earlier depictions of the contest (see
Chapter 2), I would argue that the variability of the Knight News Challenge judging
process and the small number of winners analyzed (n = 25) together make it difficult to
identify the precise factors that might explain ultimate success in the contest. A better and
more meaningful measure would simply be to assess how certain factors contributed to a
proposal’s advancement in the contest—i.e., from Applicant to Finalist or Winner.
Because less than 12% of all applications made it beyond the initial application stage, this
process of advancing was a discriminating one, and thus should reveal something
important about those factors that Knight considered most important in selecting its
finalists and winners.

The data were recoded to distinguish Applicants (n =4,369) from Advancers (n =
560). Because the data were nominal, a binary logistic regression was performed to
predict applicants’ likelihood of advancing, based on the extent to which certain features
were manifest in their proposal. The outcome variable advancement was 1 = finalist or
winner and O = did not advance. A test of the full model (see Table 3) was statistically
significant (y” = 347.122, p < .001), and 88.6% of the cases were correctly classified.
Table 3 summarizes the unstandardized B coefficients, the standard error, the Wald
statistics, and the estimated change in odds of advancement (with a 95% confidence

interval). The explained variance (Nagelkerke’s R* = .13) is adequate.
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Table 3:

Predicting the Likelihood that a Submission Advanced Beyond the
Application Stage, Based on Features Identified via Content Analysis

B (S.E.) Wald Sig. Exp(B)
Background of Applicant
Organization 274 098 7.844 ok 1.315
Media Background 125 099 1.587 ns 1.133
Based in the United States 162 .105 2.379 ns 1.176
Features Related to the Contest Criteria
Web as a platform for use -.050 220 052 ns 951
Mobile as a platform for use 282 .119 5.600 * 1.326
Software development 419 117 12910 kol 1.521
Innovation (rather than invention) 469 .106 19.575 ok 1.599
Local definition of “community” 320 101 10.112 *k 1.378
High community engagement 084 .107 613 ns 1.088
Scalability (i.e., replication is explicitly stated) 219 .100 4.783 ns 1.245
Participatory Features
User manipulation .380 117 10.542 *k 1.463
Crowdsourcing 390 .104 13.941 oAk 1.477
Category
Journalism 543 .107 25934 kol 1.722
Politics 206 .149 1.908 ns 1.229
Social Networking 138 110 1.579 ns 1.148
Technology 445 110 16.221 kol 1.560
Entertainment -.181 .146 1.539 ns 834
Type of Problem Addressed
Information flow/access 686 .179 14.643 kol 1.985
Community cohesiveness 272 117 5.390 * 1.312
Information accuracy/credibility -.045 A11 162 ns 956
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Organization of information -.172
Economic/financial -575

Nature of the Proposed Solution

Aggregation of information 332
Transparency of information 418
Accuracy/credibility of information -.109
Connects data or datasets 373
Connects people -.255
Increases platforms of information 115

Nature of the Information Being Shared

One-to-many 269
One-to-one -492
Many-to-one -099
Many-to-many -.059

Recency of the Information

Time-critical 288

Recent but not time-critical -216

Long-term and/or historical -.368
Constant -4.670
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1.453
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1.309
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943

1.334
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692

009

Notes: Entries are the result of a binary logistic regression that included all variables in a
single model. Cell entries are B coefficients (unstandardized), standard error, Wald X2 ,
significance, and odds ratio. All variables coded as 1 for yes and O for no. Dependent
variable: advancing in the contest. Of all applicants (N = 4,929), 560 (11%) advanced as

finalists or winners and 4,369 (89%) did not. Correctly classified: 88.6%. df for each

variable = 1. Model statistics: )* = 347.122, p < .001. Nagelkerke’s R* = .134. Odds ratio

> 1 = advancing in contest is more likely. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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A general review of Table 3 shows that the number of statistically significant
variables drops substantially, relative to the number in Table 2, when each variable’s
influence is assessed in relation to others, everything else held constant. For example, the
statistical significance of having a media background that was evident earlier goes away
in this model, as does the significance of two contest-criteria factors, community
engagement and scalability (see Table 2).

Because all the variables were loaded in a single block, the logistic regression
makes apparent the unique contribution of each factor, and therefore allows the reader to
identify the major predictors of advancement, based on the Wald statistics. To provide a
simpler picture of the most salient predictors of advancement in the News Challenge, the
most meaningful variables (i.e., those with a Wald statistic of 10 or higher) are listed in
Table 4; they are sorted by odds ratios, depending on their positive or negative predictive
impact on a proposal’s likelihood of advancing in the contest, controlling for all other

variables.
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Table 4: A Summary of Key Predictors of a Knight News Challenge Application
Advancing Beyond the Initial Stage, Sorted by Odds Ratios

B (S.E.) Wald Sig. Exp(B)
Positive Predictors
Information flow/access 690 80 14.640 ok 1.985
Journalism 540 10 25930 wE 1.722
Innovation (rather than invention) 470 10 19.580 1.599
Technology 450 J10 16220 *** 1.560
Software development 420 20 12910 ##* 1.521
Transparency of information 420 J10 0 13470 ok 1.519
Crowdsourcing 390 J00 13940 1.477
User manipulation 380 120 10.540 ok 1.463
Connects data or datasets 370 J10 0 12.630 *#* 1.453
Local definition of “community” 320 100 10.110 ok 1.378
Negative Predictors
Economic/financial -.580 d60  13.160  *** 563
One-to-one -.490 10 18.860  *#* 611
Long-term and/or historical -.370 10 11.310 ok 692

Notes. These variables are extracted from the previous logistic regression model

(see Table 3 notes for details). The higher the odds ratio above 1.0, the greater impact of

that variable in increasing the likelihood of a given application’s advancement in the

Knight News Challenge, controlling for all other variables in the model (see Table 3). By

contrast, the lower the odds ratio below 1.0, the greater the effect of that variable in

reducing the odds of advancing in the contest, controlling for all other variables in the

model.

From Table 4, we find that Information Flow/Access and Journalism appear to

stand apart in having the greatest effect in predicting an applicant’s success in the News
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Challenge. When controlling for all other variables in the model, the odds of advancing
increased by 99% if a proposal sought to address problems related to the free flow of and
access to information, and increased by 72% if a proposal could be categorized as a form
of journalism. These two variables could be thought of as a “news and information”
grouping. Among the remaining positive predictors, there are five—Innovation,
Technology, Software Development, Transparency of Information, and Connects Data or
Data Sets—that could be thought of as a “technology” grouping, because the words
innovation and transparency have become almost synonymous with digital media
initiatives today. Each of these predictors increased the odds of advancing by roughly
50%. Two other predictors, Crowdsouring and User Manipulation, could be classified as
the “participation” pairing, because of their emphasis on putting some degree of control
in the hands of the crowd; these factors increased the odds of advancement by 48% and
45%, respectively. Finally, the positive predictor Local Definition of “Community” can
be thought to suit the News Challenge’s interest in projects being rooted in a locale to
serve a geographically relevant population—in this case, the more narrowly that a
proposal defines “local,” the better for advancing in the competition.

The negative predictors listed in Table 4 point to key content features that were
associated with not advancing in the contest. The odds of advancement were reduced by
44% if the proposal sought to address an economic/financial problem, by 39% if a
proposal intended to facilitate one-to-one information flow, and by 31% if a proposal
took long-term or historical information as its focus—again, when all other variables in
the model are being controlled. Considered together, these three variables are interesting
for how they differ from the News Challenge’s emphasis on (1) the “problem” of

information flow and access (rather than economic/financial concerns); (2) the need to
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have many—in the community, in the crowd —engaged in civic information (rather than

one-to-one communication); and (3) current news (rather than history).

RQ2b. In particular, to what extent do participatory media features predict advancing
in the contest?

In this logistic regression model, the participatory-related features of User
Manipulation (Wald = 10.54, p < .01, Exp(B) = 1.46) and Crowdsourcing (Wald = 13.94,
p < .001, Exp(B)=1.48) both positively predicted advancing in the Knight News
Challenge. In other words, when all other things are held constant, proposals that
included features designed for end-user participation were nearly 1% times as likely to
advance in the contest. This suggests that an emphasis on participation, in addition to
other factors noted above, is more often than not a discriminating factor in being chosen

to advance in the News Challenge competition.
Bridging the Sections

Overall, a number of variables contributed significantly to one’s likelihood of
advancing in the Knight News Challenge during the 2008 and 2009 contest cycles. Most
prominent among these were factors that focused on news and information, technology,
participation, and a hyperlocal definition of community. Each of these themes works to
reinforce the manner in which the Knight Foundation has framed innovation generally
and the News Challenge contest particularly. The two most predictive individual
variables, Information Flow/Access and Journalism, speak to the dual emphasis that
Knight has placed on journalism (historically) and information (more recently). And the
News Challenge was marketed as a news and information contest, reflecting the both/and
nature of Knight’s interest both in doing journalism and in opening space for all kinds of

civic information—including that produced by citizens—to flourish and flow, under the
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assumption that more is certainly better than less information in the public sphere.
Furthermore, Knight increasingly has become interested in the issue of “information
access,” making the digital divide and related concerns a central component of its
strategies, most prominently so in the Knight Commission report that urged the federal
government to make national broadband internet the digital equivalent of the public good
achieved by the interstate highway system.® Furthermore, the technology cluster of
variables not only fits with the contest’s digital criterion, but also suggests a kind of
technological determinism that is apparent in Knight’s embrace of technology as a driver
of innovation (see Chapter 8 for a more expanded discussion of this point). Finally, it’s
significant to consider the presence of the participatory variables among the strongest
predictors of advancement. While the other major predictors (news and information,
technology, and hyperlocal) are closely related to the contest’s criteria, and therefore
should be expected to figure strongly into the judging process, there was no imperative
that Knight News Challenge applicants make user participation part of their projects.
Nevertheless, the data indicate that participatory elements like Crowdsouring and User
Manipulation were in fact strongly associated with being selected as a finalist or winner,
all other things being equal. This underscores Knight’s turn toward faith in the collective
and its interest in promoting user participation in journalism as a normative goal.

The challenge is to more closely identify the nature of this proposed participation
that was evident in the content of News Challenge applicants. This is especially true
considering the limitations of the logistic regression model; with its Nagelkerke’s R* of
13.4%, there is substantial variance being explained by other factors—among these,

perhaps, are other variables associated with participation. Qualitative research can

93 For more on this issue, see examples such as this press release:
http://www knightfoundation.org/news/press room/knight press releases/detail.dot?id=357218.
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address this gap by affording a more holistic assessment of content and its context. The
next section of this chapter takes up this task with a close reading of key proposal
documents—in this case, those submitted by eventual winners of the Knight News

Challenge. I did this in answer to RQ3:

RQ3. Based on a qualitative analysis of winning proposals, how do winners of the
Knight News Challenge negotiate issues of professional control and open
participation?

METHODS OF THE QUALITATIVE ANALYSIS

Data

This portion of the chapter is based on a textual analysis of the original proposals
made by winners of the Knight News Challenge.”* As noted above, proposals are
structured according to a set of questions posed by the News Challenge. In addition to
answering the basic questions described previously (e.g., “Describe your project”; “How
is your idea innovative?”’; “What unmet need does your proposal answer?” and so forth),
the approximately 12% of applicants who advanced to the finalist stage were asked to
complete a lengthier document that included those same questions again but with more
space in which to reply, as well as additional questions such as®>:

* “What tasks/benchmarks need to be accomplished to develop your project and
by when will you complete them?”

* “What potentially bigger thing might happen if everything went perfectly and

the stars all aligned?”

94 A textual analysis of a larger set of proposals, such as those representing all the finalists, was neither
possible nor feasible within the scope of this dissertation, in part because of the difficulty in obtaining the
proposals from the winners.

93 The ordering and phrasing of questions such as these has changed in each year of the contest, but the
core ideas presented here remain the same: Grantees who reach the finalist stage are expected to assess
critically why their project is needed, specifically how it would be carried out, and to what potential effect.
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* “How will you measure progress and ultimately success?”

* “Do you see any risk in the development of your project?”

* “Are you working with anyone else to complete this project? If so, please give
the names and what they do.”

* “What do you guarantee will happen if you complete the activities in this
proposal?”

These finalist-stage proposals were about twice as long as the initial applications
that were the focus of the content analysis described above. A typical finalist proposal
would run approximately 2,000 words (or 8 double-spaced pages) in length. Depending
on the year and the preferences of the applicant, these proposals were public or private:
e.g., in the 2009 contest cycle all applications had to be posted openly on the News
Challenge website, whereas the year before applicants could choose to keep their idea
secret. As a result, my access to these proposal documents was not entirely complete. The
Knight Foundation was able to supply me with the proposals representing all nine of the
2009 winners, but could only provide about half of the 16 for 2008 winners. Furthermore,
because of an apparent filing error at Knight headquarters, all of the 26 proposals for
2007 winners had been lost. Over the course of three months, I worked to fill this gap by
contacting dozens of News Challenge winners, often via multiple e-mail requests, asking
that they send me a copy of their proposals from their own electronic archives. In all, I
obtained all but two of the 2008-09 winners’ proposals and about two-thirds for the class
of 2007, giving me 45 proposal documents for analysis—representing nearly 90% of all
Knight News Challenge winners. (Further details on all News Challenge winners may be

found in Appendix A.)
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Analysis

With these 45 proposal documents, I conducted a textual analysis using the
Atlas.ti qualitative coding software.”® In reading the proposals, I paid particular attention
to passages that dealt with how applicants would associate with audiences and other
“external” parties, and the extent to which the innovations would regulate control over
content. My purpose in this analysis was to assess how these winners negotiated issues of
professional control and open participation. I looked for target words and catchphrases
that would illustrate, whether manifestly or latently, if and how the applicant (a)

perceived the professional-participatory tension and (b) intended to act in relation to that

9 ¢ 99 <6

tension. Operationally, terms like “citizen media,” “citizen journalism,” “engagement,”

99 ¢ 99 ¢

“participation,” “user-generated content,” “community-generated,” and so on might call

up notions of participatory media-making; meanwhile, words like “accuracy,”

99 ¢ 99 <6

“credibility,” “ethics,” “professional,” and so forth might signal some reference to the
need for and application of professional control.

The importance for studying these proposals lies in the fact that they won. Just as
the content in News Challenge proposals, across all applications generally, reveals
something about how the contest was promoted and positioned by the Knight Foundation,
the content of winning proposals should speak even more strongly to the underlying aims
and ambitions of the foundation. The applicants who won passed through a vetting
process that included interviews with News Challenge staff, in addition to rounds of
revision to their innovation plans, and so the final product should be reflective not only of

their own thinking, but indeed of the foundation’s, too. This is important in light of the

professional-participatory tension, for how these winning innovators planned to deal with

96 For a thorough discussion of the purpose for and use of computer-assisted qualitative data analysis
software (CAQDAS), see Lewins and Silver (2007).
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issues of professional control and open participation should indicate something about the
Knight Foundation’s own ideal calibration of the professional-participatory question in

Jjournalism.
RESULTS OF THE QUALITATIVE ANALYSIS

Overview

Descriptively, these proposals differed in the types of innovations proposed—e.g.,
wikis, virtual-reality games, news sites, software, reporting tools, etc.—and in the
complexity and cost associated with their development. Some asked for millions of
dollars, while most asked for far less—with one winner requesting just $5,000 (although
he was awarded thrice that amount). Some proposed to build elaborate software systems,
while others focused on the simplest of cellphone features for the developing world.
Some had point-by-point business plans and ambitious revenue targets, while other
applicants acknowledged the experimental (even vague) nature of their project and the
likelihood that it might fail—yet they emphasized that failure could lead to important
learning, for them and others. At the same time, however, there were similarities that
appeared across virtually all the proposals. They were united in their effusive optimism
for journalism in the digital age, and in their slightly inflated expectations for what they
might accomplish (encouraged by the “if the stars all aligned” question).

In relation to RQ3, there was a striking degree of sameness in the way these
proposals discussed the roles that professional journalists and amateur audiences would
have to play in their projects. While it’s true that some projects did not address the

professional-participatory nexus by virtue of their topical focus,’” nearly all proposals

97 There were several projects that, as proposed, would have little to no contact with “citizens,” such as in
the case of the 2009 winner CMS Upload Utility, a $15,000 plan to help smaller newspapers develop a
“Web first” workflow through an easy-to-use desktop application. But, even in this case, there was an
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touched on opportunities for collaboration and engagement with audiences. Analyzing
those particular passages, I found that, in the main, winners articulated participation in
three ways: (1) They embraced the notion of citizens participating in the news process, as
a given; (2) they envisioned a symbiotic relationship between professional journalists and
citizen collaborators; and (3) they saw that giving up control over content not only could
be good for audience engagement, but indeed could be good for journalism. That is, it
could improve journalism by using citizen participation to complement professional work
as a whole compensate for the gaps in its coverage that have been made apparent in a
digital media environment where a networked crowd can accomplish activities not

possible by professionals alone. Each of these three facets deserves attention.
Citizen Participation as a Given

Virtually all winning proposals, whether focused on news or some other kind of
information, seemed to take it as a normative baseline that citizens should have an
enlarged part to play in the process, and indeed that communities would be enhanced to
the extent that everyday people were more engaged in public discourse. Among the
proposals, there were differences in degree, with regard to how much control over
information would be placed in the hands of distributed end-users, but there were
stronger similarities in kind. The vast majority of winners intended to build something —
mobile tools, websites, interactive games, wikis, community hubs, blogs, and so forth—

with the overriding goal of empowering ordinary people, particularly those in

emphasis on end-user innovation and iterative development as the result of participation on the part of
software users (newspaper journalists).
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marginalized corners, to have a more active and public voice. Such sentiments were

common:?8

Our ultimate goal is to allow every Deaf person to gain greater involvement as
citizens through both viewing and participating in the creation of the news.
(Signcasts)

We are committed to using Freedom Fone as a tool to build inclusive,
participatory, engaged communities. (Freedom Fone)

If all the stars align, dozens of these [citizen media] sites will be created and take
off in a way that helps reinvigorate the kind of civic engagement, community
activism and citizen discourse foo often missing from contemporary culture.
(Community Media Toolset)

It will be an open virtual project that will be based on participation. It will be a
knowledge community: its members will enrich, educate each other by sharing
their experience, impressions and information they acquire about the city they live
in. ... This project will be truly democratic...

This normative emphasis on citizen participation often was portrayed as a
corrective to the lack of diversity in media representation (including present iterations of
citizen media). Moreover, winners pitched their projects as the missing link that would

bridge problems of inadequate access and training among disadvantaged groups.

Blogs and citizen media have helped give voice to millions of individuals around
the world. While this movement is helping to turn journalism “from a lecture into
a conversation,” most of the participants in this new conversation are wealthy,
well-educated and from developed nations. Global Voices was founded to amplify
voices coming from the developing world. We’ve discovered that most people
writing online from the developing world are also comparatively privileged. Our
contributors are concerned that blogs currently represent only a segment of their
nations, not the entire diverse spectrum of citizen perspectives. Our project will
identify, support and disseminate the best strategies for bringing citizen media to
a wider audience. (Rising Voices)

98 These and other direct quotes that follow in this chapter were derived from the grant proposals, which
are in my possession. Where a project title does not appear after the quote, it reflects that the proposal
author asked not to be identified.
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The user-driven new media revolution is changing the way communities engage
and communicate, increasing the diversity of the dialogue that is the media. A
major setback of this change is that the most disadvantaged communities continue
to be left out. Without access to cameras, computers, education and high-speed
internet, many communities cannot participate in the new media dialogue. (Tools
for Public Access TV)

Why do we want to get our media onto mainstream television? Isn’t it enough to
stimulate local community action-taking in the myriad villages and slums where
we work? We fundamentally believe that who produces the news is as important
as what the news says. We believe the best people to tell the world about issues
like globalization’s impact on the poor, living with HIV/AIDS, gender equity and
human rights are the people who live those experiences, not fly-by-night outsiders
with cameras or blogging software. (Video Volunteers; bold in original)

With their concern for enlarging the pool of media participants, these winners
referred less to an atomized “audience” presumed to be passive in the traditional sense,
but instead expressed a certain reverence for “the citizen” —the symbolic embodiment of

ordinary individuals who are active and ready to contribute, if only given the right tools.

At Ushahidi we’re trying to rethink the way information is aggregated during a
crisis, and how it can help in disaster recovery. So much thought, time and
technology has been put into place for organizations to use, but so little has been
done to tap into the experiences of those directly affected by the problem: the
citizen. (Ushahidi)

A Symbiosis of Professionals and Amateurs

What’s striking in this articulation of citizen-as-contributor is that, across all the
proposals, there was little to no mention of the professional-participatory tension referred
to in RQ3 and throughout this dissertation. There was little concern that citizen
participation might pose some kind of threat to the authority, autonomy, and control of
professional journalists. Perhaps this was because, in a number of cases, these winning
innovators themselves had little if any background in journalism, and so they did not
identify with its occupational ideology. Additionally, it’s true that not all of the News

Challenge winners intended to “produce journalism,” in any traditional sense of that
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phrase®?; thus, we should not expect their references to citizen participation to be made in
the context of professional journalists —or journalism at all. Nevertheless, even when
winners discussed participation in light of professional journalists, the construction was
complementary rather than competitive, highlighting both/and inclusiveness rather than
either/or exclusivity. The overriding sense was that professional judgment and distributed
participation could co-exist in a symbiotic whole: that the work of professionals and the
contributions of amateurs could be mutually inclusive, reciprocal and beneficial in a

networked environment.

The unique opportunity of VillageSoup’s approach is that it creates new revenue
tools that take advantage of a new media instead of simply transferring old media
tools to a new media. This is accomplished without sacrificing space for excellent
journalism and public participation. As importantly, The Soup [as it is commonly
known] has created an operational culture that integrates the newspaper model
with the IT [information technology] model while inviting the community to
participate as an equal member. (VillageSoup)

This was notion of symbiosis was particularly evident in the proposal for Smart
Mobs for Local Beat Reporters, pitched by NYU journalism professor Jay Rosen.!% His
idea: to take one beat reporter for a local newspaper and develop around that reporter a
“smart mob” (or social network) of potential sources who are knowledgeable, diverse,
and well-positioned to offer expertise, particularly of the kind that the reporter might not
already have from the usual sources he calls on from time to time. “The basic formula I
want to develop is reporter + smart mob = richer coverage.” This enriched network would
be different from a typical reporter’s Rolodex in that the sources would connect and

collaborate with each other, horizontally, as well as up to the newspaper vertically:

99 In Chapter 7,1 analyze the class of winners who did intend to start news organizations/platforms, so as to
assess how those innovators negotiated the professional-participatory tension in the context of journalistic
practice.

100 As shown in Appendix A, Rosen was named a 2007 winner but not given the full funding to implement
his idea. Instead, he and a half-dozen others were given $15,000 each to blog about their ideas.
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In my scheme the sources would join a network because they have an interest in
better news coverage from the beat reporter and they like to inform themselves.
They would participate in an ongoing forum where they engage with each other.
They would furnish tips, leads, suggestions, facts, feedback and guidance to the
beat reporter. They would help inform, steer and refine the work that is
published.

Such participation suggests that sources wouldn’t merely offer the occasional
quote for the reporter’s story, but instead would become dynamic nodes in an intelligence
network that would serve both the reporter and each other as mutual stakeholders in the
news coverage. The underlying value in such a system would be the collation of

distributed knowledge in a way unimaginable without digital technologies.

Every beat reporter in America who wants to do a better job could use the
methods and forms we develop because the advantages will be obvious: more
eyes, more ears, more intelligent ideas flowing in, better feedback, and greater
accuracy, fewer missed stories.

Thus, in this idealized system of professional journalists and citizens in
collaboration, the goal is to provide both parties with the right mix of incentives, training,
and tools to achieve a synergistic whole that is greater than the sum of its parts, serving
core societal functions of truth-telling and democratic engagement. By implication,
however, this convergence of professionals and amateurs suggests that professionals
yield some of their exclusive claim to “special class” to make space for amateur input, as

MIT’s Center for Future Civic Media proposal argued:

We want to empower citizen journalists by giving them the tools and training they
need to do their work and, at the same time, offer professional journalists new
models for how they might better serve their local constituencies. The result may
be to develop a communications system that reflects the diversity of
contemporary American towns and cities, one that promotes democracy and
encourages shared experiences amongst all residents of a local area. As we do so,
we have an opportunity to transform our understanding of the Fourth Estate from
one focused on special, professional classes of people who have the skills and
resources to investigate powerful institutions, to a Fifth Estate where everyone is
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able to pool their knowledge, share their experience and expertise, and speak truth
to power.

This utopian notion of a Fifth Estate (i.e., citizen media) should not indicate that
winners on the whole had lost faith in the Fourth. On the contrary, a number of proposals
emphasized the “credibility” afforded by professional reporters, and in one case
emphasized that citizen journalists would be trained “so that they are competent in genre,
format, ethical and other issues” (The News is Coming). Credibility, competence, and
ethics point to a need for standards and protocols that ensure accuracy and accountability
in a world where anyone can publish. In proposing a set of “basic journalism standards,”
Sir Timothy Berners-Lee, creator of the World Wide Web and a 2008 News Challenge
winner, argued that a Creative Commons-like licensing structure!'°! would help restore
faith in news content by making the activities and sourcing of online content creation

more transparent.

In 2006 the world generated 161 billion gigabytes of digital information. That is
equivalent to 3 million times the information in all the books ever written. By
2010 we will be creating 6 times as much again. 70% of this, it is predicted, will
be user generated. How can anyone be expected to navigate through this forest of
information? How can people distinguish between accurate, useful information
and inaccurate mis- or disinformation?

However, Berners-Lee’s Transparency Journalism project does not propose a top-
down apparatus of professional control; rather, it is “independent, non-commercial,
democratic, non-judgmental and ‘bottom up,’” offering a series of clear statements that
people may answer to vouch for the authenticity of their creative work online. Putting
this control in the hands of users “fosters the culture of openness and transparency that

has characterized the best of the web.”

101 For details on Creative Commons licensing, see http://creativecommons.org/.

134




Thus, a symbiotic relationship between professionals and citizens can be thought
of as a hybrid melding of (a) opportunities for engagement and peer production in a more
networked relationship and (b) ethical ideals and best practices set forth by professionals

but monitored in a distributed and transparent fashion.
Benefits to Giving Up Some Control

This reflection on control brings me to the third manner in which News Challenge
winners articulated the negotiation of professional control and open participation. From
their perspective as media producers, they appeared to believe that yielding some level of
control over content both incentivized audience engagement and actually improved the

output of news and information. On the first point, the Daily Phoenix’s proposal noted:

One of our service’s core features will be a “garage” where Daily Phoenix users
can suggest (and help perfect) new functions [for this mobile/online news service
connected to the light rail]. We will continue to roll these out. This also addresses
[another] risk, which is audience loyalty. By encouraging and fostering
collaboration on future Daily Phoenix features and functions, we will give users a
stake in the project. This creates a “pride of ownership” factor that will increase
their “switching costs” if another service comes along.

On the second point, winners indicated that yielding a certain degree of control
could improve journalism’s reach and quality by enabling citizen participation to fill in
the gaps of professional coverage — gaps that are a result of the downsizing of legacy
news organizations as well the impracticalities of having mass-media professionals report
on intensely niche communities and topics. For example, the New York news site
Gotham Gazette proposed a wiki that would allow users to help keep track of city

contracts, city council earmarks, and other watchdog-oriented information.

We could not realistically devote reporting time to every council member, race or
earmark, but by creating a single structure that encourages our readers and other
citizens of New York to add their own knowledge, we can create a much more
comprehensive resource.
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In this view, yielding control is a function of acknowledging weaknesses:
recognizing what a professionalized news system cannot accomplish on its own, and
opening the gates of content creation, manipulation, and distribution to make up for those
shortcomings. The Spot Journalism (now Spot.Us) proposal is a good example of this. In
his pitch for crowd-funded freelance reporting, David Cohn argues that regular journalists
should do what they uniquely do best—investigate powerful institutions—and leave to
the distributed crowd the work of choosing which stories are worth investigating through
the micropayment donations they make. The result is a potential win-win for audiences
seeking solid reporting and news organizations struggling to finance investigative
Jjournalism, made possible by user engagement: “readers will have a direct hand in what
should be investigated and newspapers will have access to republish that content.” In a
similar manner, greater citizen participation was seen as a way of solving the “gathering”
problem of journalism—that is, the inability of the mainstream press to give sufficient
attention to a topic of niche concern, not to mention the scarcity of eyewitness journalists

in comparison to the large number of citizens affected by crises.

During a crisis situation, the mainstream press does not have a big enough
footprint to report all incidents and/or needs in a given area. In addition, there is
rarely a centralized point for reporting and searching for data about a particular
situation—Ushahidi can help fill this gap by gathering reports from citizen
journalists, governments, concerned outsiders and local organizations and
presenting it at a central point. (Ushahidi)

Finally, the logic of distributed control assumes that end-u