R ese a rc h

Open Journalism

A report by the World Editors Forum for Shaping the Future of the Newspaper

Table of contents / Imprint

Table of contents
Open Journalism............................................................................................................. 3
What is Open Journalism and what is its appeal?...................................................... 4
Live chats: creating a dialogue with readers at Norran and Le Monde.................... 6
Le Monde: inspired by chat windows on Facebook and Google........................................ 7
The Guardian: harnessing the masses to cover UK riots .................................................... 8
Crowdsourcing: engage networks to improve journalism......................................... 8
Dagbladet Information’s crowd-based think tank............................................................... 9
La Silla Vacía helps readers see who wields power in Colombia....................................... 10
User-generated content becomes useful ................................................................... 12
Al Jazeera and the Arab uprisings ................................................................................... 12
Archant: using reader contributions to improve local reporting........................................ 13
Economist translates brand distinction into social media.................................................. 14
Inviting the readers into the newsroom: The Register Citizen ............................... 15

Report No.1
Open journalism
Published by
WAN-IFRA
Washingtonplatz 1
64287 Darmstadt
Germany
Tel. +49.6151.733-6
Fax +49.6151.733-800
www.wan-ifra.org
Research Director: Kristina Bürén
Authors/Editors: Emma Heald and Hannah Vinter,
with contributions from Gianna Walton,
Federica Cherubini and Katherine Travers

www.wan-ifra.org

Introduction

Open Journalism
Open journalism is a phrase that has crept into the
news industry’s vocabulary over the past few months
and which has recently been given a substantial boost
by the Guardian in the UK, whose open journalism
efforts were marked by an “Open Weekend” held at
the paper at the end of March.
We have drawn together the leading arguments
around the issue and collected key examples of open
journalism that highlight different approaches from
very different types of news organisations.
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What is Open Journalism
and what is its appeal?
The fundamental shift in thinking underlying open journalism is
that it sees journalism as an ongoing process, rather than as a
finished product. Traditional journalistic work is presented to the
reader in its complete, hopefully
perfect form, while open journalism encourages reader participation from the start, and even
after the story is “finished.” As
such, it represents a key change
in the perception of the role of
a news organisation; rather than
being a mere distributor of news
it becomes an informed, knowledgeable voice which steers a
discussion around the news.

Open journalism is open to the input and
ideas of all: it seeks to take advantage of
the abundance of information available
on the web and the plethora of members
of the public who are not just consumers
of news, but have also become producers
and curators of information.
As Melanie Sill of the USC Annenberg
School for Communication & Journalism
says, open journalism is reader-focused,
rather than product-focused.
“We must reorder the fundamental
processes of journalism toward the goal
of serving communities – readers, viewers,
listeners and customers,” she explains in
her report, The Case for Open Journalism
Now. “We must focus first on service and
only then on platform or product.”
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The recent enthusiasm for open journalism
can be interpreted both as an eagerness
to seize the opportunity to make use of
newly available information, and as the
result of the necessity to find new ways to
cover stories in a time of financial difficulties and subsequent cutbacks.
There is a clear, practical business case for
supplementing reporting with information from elsewhere when you have fewer
journalists who are trying to produce more
content. If you can save time by linking
out to other sources, or improve an article
by tapping into the expertise of your audience, then why not?
“You always get a better account of the
world by involving others,” says Alan
Rusbridger, editor of the Guardian. “The
only problem is how to sort out the good
content from the bad.”
A good case for open journalism can also
be made on the basis of the need for
transparency at a time when trust in news
organisations is low. If you are open about
what you are reporting on and how you
go about doing it, and open to questions
and suggestions, then readers will feel
more confident that you are acting in their
interests.
Being physically open to readers takes this
a step further. Inviting readers to express
their ideas and concerns face to face can
both increase trust and bring the news
organisation closer to the community.

Commercial implications
A potential drawback to open journalism
is that its very openness makes it harder to
sell. If the audience is involved in the reporting process and there is less focus put
on the finished product, then it is harder
to ask them to pay for it. Open journalism seems broadly incompatible with paid
digital content, both for practical and

ideological reasons. At a time when many
publications are trying to decide whether
to start charging for their online content,
or to bet on spreading it as widely as possible, it is an extremely pertinent issue.
Rusbridger argues that in the long term,
the Guardian’s open journalism approach
will pay off commercially, as well as fulfilling its core aim of spreading its content as
far and wide as possible.
The Guardian’s key commercial strategy is
growing the audience now, and then finding a way to monetise a massive, engaged
audience later on. “It’s a business model
for a sustainable future,” Rusbridger said.
As detailed later, Colombian publication
La Silla Vacía is using the community it has
gathered through its open efforts to raise
money through reader donations.

Challenges –
open isn’t for everyone
One disadvantage of open journalism from
a traditional journalistic point of view is
that it does not accommodate, or at least
reduces the impact of, scoops.
Does this matter? The speed of online
communication, particularly through
social networks such as Twitter, mean
that scoops are ever harder to keep under
wraps. It is possible to argue that, as the
Guardian’s Paul Lewis said at the 2012
International Journalism Festival, in today’s
increasingly connected world “The scoop
is dead”. However, it is also necessary to
remember that this belief is dependent on
the existence of a highly digitally-engaged
society.
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For some publications, the method of
producing stories with the audience’s participation is incompatible with their core
goals. Both the Times of London and the
Economist, for example, pride themselves
on offering a finished product, which
many readers greatly appreciate. The
Times’ iPad app is released once a day for
this very reason: readers want something
complete. As a result of the iPad edition’s
popularity, the paper has now also made
a web app which offers the paper in a
simple, linear format.
However, online, both publications offer
features that incorporate open journalism.
Outside of the Times’ strict paywall, journalists engage in live chats with readers on
Twitter, and for its cycling safety campaign,
the paper invited readers to contribute
their own stories and to mark “danger
points” on a map.
See more about open journalism at the
Economist on page 14.
A key challenge in integrating the use of
open journalism is getting the staff on
board. Open journalism will never work at
a publication if journalists are not enthusiastic. And there will always be journalists
who are reluctant to include the audience
and their views in their stories, particularly
as interacting with readers is often time
consuming.

Alan Rusbridger,
Editor of the Guardian

Open journalism in practice
For this report we have gathered together
key examples of open journalism that
highlight different approaches from very
different types of news organisations.
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Live chats: creating a dialogue with
readers at Norran and Le Monde
Live chats are a simple but potentially effective way to open
up a newsroom and promote
dialogue between readers and
journalists. Various tools exist
that support a live chat function,
including CoveritLive and ScribbleLive.

comments and tips. The box tells readers
which journalist is currently manning the
chat. “We’re living in a live era when people want interactivity,” Novak said.
“In the old days we used to sit here
guessing what our readers wanted,” said
Novak last year. “We don’t have to guess
anymore, we can talk to them and ask
them.”
For her, an open attitude
to gathering information
from others is important.
“It’s a ‘quality-heightener.’
If you have a community
of maybe 100,000 people,
you listen to them and you
take in all their knowledge
and experiences, of course
this will make coverage
better.”
As well as improving coverage, this openness has
implications for democracy, Novak believes. Last

In 2009, Norran’s then Editor-in-Chief, Anette Novak, introduced a live chat function
to her paper’s website, allowing readers
to talk to journalists in the newsroom
throughout the day. She said the change
has not only proved popular, it has also
been “good for democracy.”
The live chat box, called eEditor, allows
readers to suggest ideas and discuss ongoing stories with journalists. It is powered
by CoverItLive, and the “chat rules”
encourage readers to offer short, focused
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year Norran investigated the city council’s
planned projects and invited comments
from citizens. “We got an enormous reaction from that, and city hall was actually
very pleased to get this kind of input from
the taxpayers,” said Novak. “Citizens
should have a say in their future and their
city,” she continued, and a newspaper has
the ability to “give them a voice, when it’s
still possible to do something about it.”
Working in such an open way does mean
changes for journalists, she continued.
“You have to change your time priorities. You have to have the social media
platforms live in front of you all the time
and you have to follow the flows and the
feeds. And that takes time.” However,
openness can also save time, for example
when it comes to looking for case studies
which require a human touch. “Newsrooms spend a lot of time looking for
these people,” she explained, but “when
you use social media the way we do now,
it is easy to get suggestions.”
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Le Monde: inspired by chat
windows on Facebook and
Google
French daily Le Monde has also been
experimenting with a live chat feature as
part of the launch of its new website and
the integrated newsroom it was testing for
the recent presidential elections.
Via the “Live” chat window, users can
ask questions of Le Monde journalists or
make comments about certain topics, with
journalists responding to their queries
in real time. Le Monde.fr Editor-in-Chief
Alexis Delcambre said the feature is an
innovation in France. “It is inspired by
chat windows that exist on Facebook and
on Google Docs, just like a chat with a
friend,” Delcambre said. “We sought to
reproduce this format on our site.”
The chat experience is useful to the paper
in more ways than one. For a start, “it’s
very useful for our newsroom to get questions from the readers because it helps
to choose in which way we must work,”
Delcambre said. Readers have started to
provide valuable news information, which
the staff then fact checks and occasionally
publishes, he continued.
The newsroom staff monitor the comments, choosing which to respond to
on “Live.” The task of responding to the
questions posed in the chat window, while
designated by time slots, is often a collaborative effort, he said.
“If they need to ask one journalist who
is specialised in some subject or another,
they can ask them to come and join the
chat,” he added.

7

OpeN JOuRNalIsm

Crowdsourcing: engage networks
to improve journalism
Crowdsourcing is a cornerstone
of open journalism. It has become used more and more widely as journalists realise the value
of having access to the eyes,
ears and brains of the masses.
It can be used to sift through
vast quantities of data, to solve
a problem, or simply to spread a
message and locate sources.

The Guardian: harnessing
the masses to cover UK
riots
Paul Lewis, the Guardian’s Special Projects
Editor, has produced investigative stories
of national importance by opening up his
reporting process. In 2009 he used social
networks and crowdsourcing to locate
a video of British newspaper vendor Ian
Tomlinson being attacked from behind
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by police – footage that was crucial in
contradicting the official police account of
Tomlinson’s death.
Later, Lewis again used social media to
investigate the death of refugee Jimmy
Mubenga, and produced evidence that
Mubenga had died after being restrained
by three security guards in his seat as
he was being deported from Britain to
Angola. During last summer’s riots in
Britain, Lewis used Twitter to support his
on-the-ground reporting, and became the
second-most influential Tweeter after @
riotcleanup.
How did he do it? Lewis says that it didn’t
necessarily have much to do with a huge,
pre-existing personal network. Although
he now has almost 48,000 followers, he
recalls that he went into the riots with
about 10,000. But, in his words, when
people turned to social networks for

instant news, “what made journalists
like me and others useful during the riots
was firstly, we were there on the ground,
and secondly that we were trusted.” The
combination of editorial experience and
reliability with instantaneous reporting
made Lewis’s Twitter coverage of the riots
what it was.
Of course, Twitter comes with its own
hazards. “Is it possible to properly verify
snippets of information that come to you
from strangers in 140 characters? Absolutely not,” says Lewis, “and that’s not
what we do.” But he explains that Twitter
proved invaluable in directing his coverage
of the unrest. “I might say ‘where do I go
in Hackney? Or Camden? Or Birmingham?
Or Gloucester?’ and I would get about 20
or 30 replies, of which 75% were in agreement,” he explained, “now that doesn’t
mean that I’m going to publish that there
were riots in that particular street where

Open Journalism

Paul Lewis, the Guardian’s
Special Projects Editor

everybody tells me to go, but it can inform
my reporting in the sense that it can direct
me to that street and that’s where I see
the riots.”
Lewis emphasises that Twitter is just “the
gateway for the contact.” But often the
path it opens up can be incredibly revealing. This was true for another of Lewis’
projects about the use of undercover
police officers. He acknowledges that this
“might be the type of journalism that
you would think is the least amenable or
appropriate for open news strategies, because you’re dealing with highly secretive
information and sources who, on all sides,
are speaking to you strictly off the record.”
At first he was even doubtful himself
about whether the project would work.
But now, thanks to opening up the investigation to the public, “we have had a number of really quite useful breakthroughs…
What we found on this occasion, and on a
few others, is that actually by being open,
you ultimately find out more.”
In the case of the riots reporting, this
commitment to openness was taken to
whole new levels. In collaboration with the
London School of Economics, and funded
by the Joseph Rowntree Foundation and
Open Society Foundations, Lewis worked
with the LSE’s Tim Newburn to lead a team
that selected and trained 30 researchers to travel around Britain and interview
rioters. The project, named Reading the
Riots, lasted about four months, and the

resulting 270 interviews were analysed by
journalists and academics to form the basis
of reports, videos, infographics and question and answer sessions with members
of the project team. The initiative also
worked with the University of Manchester,
which analysed a database of more than
2.5 million tweets about the riots, and the
results were used, among other things, to
create a compelling series of interactive
graphics.

Dagbladet Information’s
crowd-based think tank

The investigations produced a wealth of
information contradicting official pronouncements about the causes of the violence, including the assumption that it had
been driven by gangs. After the results
were released and analysed in different
ways, the project took the conclusions
back to the communities that produced
them and hosted what Lewis called “town
hall debates,” so that individuals affected
by the unrest could have a chance to have
their say in public.

The interesting thing about this research
project? Everyone was invited.

Is this really journalism? Or is it crossing
over into sociological research and community development? In Lewis’s view these
areas aren’t always particularly distinct.
“I think that actually journalism’s quite a
flexible term,” he says. “The idea of hosting a series of conversations with people
who have been affected by the riots isn’t
something that probably a newspaper
would consider is part of its remit,” he
continues, “but that doesn’t mean to say
we shouldn’t do it.”
Simply put, this kind of collaboration
helps drive forward issues by widening
the conversation. And in Lewis’s experience, this tends to benefit journalism. “I
think actually there are very few realms of
reporting that don’t lend themselves to
being much more open in the way that we
produce and then subsequently report the
news,” he says.

In late 2011, the Danish Daily Dagbladet
Information launched a think tank that
aimed to address the problems facing Denmark and the country’s new government.
The results were handed over to new
Prime Minister Helle Thorning -Schmidt
after she completed 100 days in office.

Readers of Information are invited to
contribute to the think tank, appropriately
named 100 Dage (100 Days), alongside
NGOs, experts, politicians, organisations,
corporations and established think tanks.
Through this blend of expert insight and
popular opinion, the paper hoped to gain
a more profound insight into the mood of
the Danish people and how best to deal
with the current political and economic
environment.
Nikolai Thyssen, Editor and Head of New
Media at Information, said in an email
interview at the time “we’re breaking the
silos in which political discussions usually
take place (politicians talking to civil servants, economists talking to think tanks,
activists talking to NGOs etc. etc.)”.
“It’s an open invitation to our users to
introduce ideas and solutions to the challenges facing Denmark and the government that was elected,”said Thyssen. “In
a sense regular think tanks are resistant
to new ideas. They bring together people
with a common view of the world, with
the same educational background and
same social horizon. Our ambition is to
break down those silos.” So when the paper discussed a schools issue, for example,
it would also asking pupils, parents, teachers and principals to join the discussion
with their experience and their ideas.
Information used software provided by
a Danish-Turkish company WeDecide,
designed to help groups make good decisions, using an element of gamification.
Information set up the challenges to work
on, such as: “How do we make sure that
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all pupils can read and write when leaving
school?” and everyone who participated
received a certain amount of credit that
they could invest as influence in proposals.

La Silla Vacía helps readers
see who wields power in
Colombia

“Once a week the three proposals with
the most support are selected and the
group will work together to refine and
develop those proposals,” said Thyssen. “When the new PM has served her
100 days, hopefully we can give her a
catalogue of ideas and solutions to the
challenges - and hopefully those ideas will
be founded on real life experience and
knowledge that wasn’t accessible in the
political sphere.”

Colombian digital publication La Silla Vacía
also works with its audience to create
valuable journalism, a key example being
the Quién es Quién section.

Thyssen hopes that his paper will harness
the power of the crowd more regularly
from now on, and that they will do it in a
more effective way:
“Many journalists understand that readers
have useful knowledge, but they also get
very disappointed every time they look at
the user comments that their journalism
provokes. They hear about the wisdom of
the crowds, and all they see is bickering.
So, we must be doing something wrong.
“Usually we ask our users for their opinion. We ask them to be commentators on
our agenda. This is an attempt to ask different questions: instead of ‘What do you
think?’ we’re asking ‘What do you know?
What have you learned? What insight can
you share?’ I think the answers will also
be different and I’m sure this will radically
change the way we do journalism.”

Quién es Quién is a digital database of
“who’s who” in Colombia. Many of the
country’s powerful and influential figures
are listed here, from politicians to journalists to members of the private sector.
Quién es Quién contains profiles of these
figures, featuring detailed biographical information and links to stories about them.
Users are invited to send in information to
add to the database, and they do so in significant numbers. La Silla’s Editor-in-Chief,
Juanita León, says the paper receives
between three and five pieces of information every day from readers who wish to
contribute to Quién es Quién.
But this is more than a simple Wikipedia
of the great and the good of Colombia.
Quién es Quién can be filtered so that you
can see important connections between
these figures. Who went to the same university? Who used to work with whom?
Which individuals are related to one
another? Results aren’t always complete,
but the way that the database has been
constructed helps users to get to grips
with where power really lies in Colombia
and contribute their own knowledge at
the same time.
Quién es Quién is typical of La Silla Vacía
for the way that it promotes transparency
about those who are in power, shakes up
traditional story forms, and invites user
participation. La Silla was founded in 2009
with a grant from Open Society Foundations (formerly Open Society Institute) by
León, a former Nieman Fellow at Harvard
and an ex-journalist for Wall Street Journal
Americas, El Tiempo and Semana. Its
stated aim is to publish stories that “really describe how power is exercised in
Colombia.” Yet to achieve this ambitious
goal, the paper does not rely on a large
team of journalists. In fact, it has just nine
employees. Instead, as Quién es Quién
demonstrates, La Silla’s journalism benefits
from amplifying the voices of others.
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La Silla hosts the articles of numerous
bloggers, who are selected according
to the credibility that they have in their
own networks, and their access to first
hand information. León says she looks for
people with “novel points of view” but
says that she’s also looking for expertise.
“It’s not enough to expound opinions if
they’re not based in facts,” she asserts.
In another section of the paper named La
Movida (meaning “hot topics”), La Silla’s
staff pose questions about current issues,
which are then answered by a network of
experts in the field. Users can get involved
in the debates by endorsing or disagreeing with the opinions of these individuals,
who León describes as “thought leaders,
politicians and people whose opinion
means something because they represent
a specific group.”
Yet it is not only through large features like
these that La Silla gives a voice to people
beyond its own core team. User participation is built into the whole structure of the
site on a subtle level: next to the headline
of articles, users can see straight away
how many times a story has been viewed
and commented on. The layout of the site
encourages comments, by displaying them
in a similar size and font to the articles
themselves. León stresses that users “participate in the whole process” of writing
stories at La Silla.
“Around a third of our stories are suggested by readers,” she says, “as soon as
we publish a story, they ‘edit’ it for us by
commenting if we have made a mistake,
have chosen the wrong angle or have used
an inappropriate title. They distribute the
stories they like on Twitter and Facebook.”
In the end, says León “they are our focal
point and our axis.”

OpeN JOuRNalIsm

Users who want to comment on La Silla’s
articles have to register with the site and
create their own user profiles. This might
be seen as a barrier to participation, but
León argues that it is important because it
promotes transparency; “it seems important to us that our users are visible, even if
it’s only through avatars,” she says. What’s
more, user profiles add a dimension of social networking to the site: readers can see
one another’s pages and can email each
other through La Silla. In the Mi Puesto
(“my spot”) section of the paper, you can
also see other users, including La Silla
journalists themselves, who are currently
online, and you can easily send them a
message. The function helps to construct
an active network of readers, something
that seems to be one of La Silla’s top
goals. As León wrote in a previous article,
“we see La Silla as a community of people
interested in the issues of this country,
rather than as a ‘service’.”
Participation doesn’t always work. One
example is the “user” section of La Silla’s
site, which was recently overhauled to
incorporate a new “circles” feature. Essentially, this functions as a series of chat
rooms based around certain key topics
affecting Colombia, where users can voice
their opinions and propose further subjects
for discussion. Despite the fact that they
are heavily advertised on La Silla’s own
site, participation in the “circles” has been
very low, and León admits that they still
haven’t achieve what she wanted. “It’s a
good idea, but we’re still adjusting it,” she
says.
None the less, where participation
campaigns do work, the results can be
encouraging. On February 9, La Silla
launched its “Super Amigos” fundraising
push. The proposal was this: users were
asked to donate money to the website
within 23 days and, in return, they would
become La Silla’s “Super Friends.” Super
Amigos would benefit by knowing they
were supporting La Silla’s journalism, but
also from other special offers that would
make them more involved in the paper’s
community, such as being given preferential access to La Silla’s public events, being

offered discounts on products sold by La
Silla and being publicly marked out as a
“Super Amigo” on La Silla’s website. “The
campaign was a complete success,” says
León, particularly given that Colombia is a
country where many people are suspicious of digital money transfers. Through
the campaign, La Silla raised 21,102,000
Pesos (US$ 11,456) in less than a month.
The paper has succeeded
in building a strong community online: La Silla has
25,207 registered users
and between 450,000
and 700,000 monthly
visits. It has a following
of 115,315 people on
Twitter.
The publication does
high-profile work: during Colombia’s 2010
presidential elections
it collaborated with
NTN24 and MSN to
organise “the first
great digital presidential debate.” Following the example of
YouTube and CNN
in the run up to the
2008 US presidential elections, the
feature allowed
users to contribute
with questions
via YouTube and
other social media
platforms, which
were then put to
two presidential
candidates in a debate that was
streamed live by both La Silla and MSN.
Accomplishments like this aren’t bad
for the work of just nine people. But, of
course, this is precisely the point: there
are not just nine of them, there’s a whole
network of Super Amigos to help out.
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User-generated
content becomes useful
Although UGC continues to attract sceptics who dismiss it as
unreliable and a poor substitute
for professional journalism, it has
become clear that readers can
provide their favourite publications with valuable material in
the form of photos, video, or
eyewitness accounts. As shown
below, it can be particularly useful when there is a lack of professional reports, or to increase
user loyalty.

Al Jazeera and the Arab
uprisings
If there is one news organisation that has
benefitted significantly from user-generated content, it’s Al Jazeera.
As revolutions broke out across the Arab
World last year, government crackdowns

made it difficult for the Qatar-based news
network to cover the uprisings with reporters on the ground. Al Jazeera had been
banned from Tunisia before the protests
started in December 2010, and Al Jazeera
reporters were expelled from Egypt shortly
after the protests began. Even where reporters did have access, covering a volatile
region is never easy.
Yet Al Jazeera overcame these challenges
by drawing heavily on citizen media, and
its ability to effectively source and verify
user-generated content became one of its
major strengths. When it came to using
material from citizen reporters, said the
former Director General of the Al-Jazeera
network, Wadah Khanfar, in a video interview with Free Speech Debate, at first “we
were there because of necessity, but later
on we embraced it because of choice.”
Now citizen media content is a fundamental part of Al Jazeera’s reporting. In a
speech that the head of Social Media at Al
Jazeera, Riyaad Minty, gave at UNESCO in
February 2012, he commented that three
of the network’s top news stories from the
previous evening came from citizen media
sources. Al Jazeera receives a large volume

of material, both via YouTube and through
its own citizen media portal, “Sharek”
(meaning “Share” in Arabic). During the
Egyptian revolution, said Minty, 16,000
videos came to Al Jazeera in the space of
11 days.
This coverage is important because, “you
cannot be everywhere at the same time,
citizens are always the first on a scene
of a large news event,” said Minty, in an
email exchange with WAN-IFRA. However,
this doesn’t mean that mainstream news
organisations like Al Jazeera have less of
a role, “It’s your job to provide context
around the information that people will
post online, so that the viewer or reader
is able to get a full picture of the event,”
writes Minty.
But for news organisations, this wealth of
original material also comes with its own
problems. How do you make sure it’s accurate? How can you find out exactly where
it comes from? Minty stressed that Al
Jazeera has a stringent verification process,
which involves calling upon people with
local expertise to make sure that a video
submission checks out.
More importantly, said Minty, before a big
story breaks its vital to already have trusted
connections with citizen media, who can
then supply you with reliable information.
Don’t wait “until something’s trending
on Twitter before you report it,” Minty
told the UNESCO conference. He emphasised the importance of Al Jazeera’s local
connections across its own news beats,
commenting that “getting in early and
building these relationships is absolutely
pivotal to what we’ve done.”
Recently Al Jazeera has been working
hard to strengthen its network of citizen
journalists online. Earlier this year, it
launched a new YouTube channel named
“Al Jazeera Unplugged.” The channel,
which aims to empower more people to
become citizen reporters, features videos
instructing beginners on how to use social
media platforms like Twitter, Facebook and
Google+ effectively.
Just this month, Al Jazeera has announced
that it will also be re-launching its citizen
media platform “Sharek” with new
features. As Journalism.co.uk reported,
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Archant: using reader contributions to improve local
reporting
UK regional publisher Archant launched
a community news platform, iwitness24,
in January 2012, inviting readers of their
daily newspapers to contribute photos,
videos and eyewitness statements.

Riyaad Minty, head of Social Media at
Al Jazeera

the platform will now recognise reliable
contributors who have submitted good
content in the past, and the videos they
upload will be visible prior to moderation
by Al Jazeera staff. What’s more, the platform will feature content in a broad range
of languages: English, Arabic, Swahili,
Turkish and Serbo-Croat.
Al Jazeera’s head of new media Moeed
Ahmad commented in an interview with
Free Speech Debate that Al Jazeera it
trying to show its contributors through
“Sharek” how to make videos that can
be easily verified. Users are encouraged
to include identifiable landmarks at the
beginning of a clip, and provide information about how they can be contacted by
Al Jazeera, so that their submissions can
be checked.

The publisher partnered with participatory
news agency Citizenside to launch a platform that is divided into 7 regional subcommunities. This “Calls for Witnesses”
tool allows Archant to send geo-targeted
news alerts to members within 1 km of
breaking news events to ask for their help
with coverage.
There is also a dedicated iwitness24 members’ room in Archant’s Norfolk regional
headquarters, equipped with computers
and a coffee machine, so that readers can
come in and connect with journalists and
editors.
The effort aims “to bring the locals back
to local news” with a slogan “your news
is our news.”
Richard Willner, who manages the Norfolk
iwitness24 site, said that its 1,333 members have been contributing about 100
pieces of content (mainly photos) per day.

“At launch, we had fairly standard categories on the site,” Willner explained,
“news, sport, fun, schools and entertainment – but we added two more fairly
quickly: ‘Beautiful Norfolk’ and ‘wildlife’
because of the amount of photos users
were sharing that related to these two
categories.”
“For the newspapers,” he continued,
“editors are more keen on ‘news’ photos
while, online, we go for a broader mix of
news photos and simply great photos.”
Various reader contributions have sparked
public interest news stories, such as a
photo showing the build-up of rubbish
on the River Wensum, which the Norwich
Evening News picked up and took to the
local council.
The challenges that newspapers are facing
have led the community to “get out there
themselves and do, in some cases, what
traditional media organisations aren’t, for
whatever reason,” Willner said.
He believes that for journalism to survive
effectively, it is essential that traditional
newspaper companies “put their audience
first and return to the heart of their communities,” whether through initiatives like
iwitness24 or just by getting more reporters out on the street. “And a more connected audience means a greater chance
of satisfying advertisers,” he added.

Material from the site finds its way into
Archant’s two daily titles and multiple
weeklies in Norfolk: on average, the
papers use 20-30 pieces in print per week
and more online.

Minty is firm that learning to work with
citizen media is the only way forward
for news organisations. If “you’re not
embracing digital platforms, not only as a
distribution tool, but more importantly as
a news gathering tool, you’re going to be
left behind,” he told WAN-IFRA via email,
“Citizen Media is the new form of a newswire, often quicker than anything else.”
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Economist translates brand
distinction into social media
The Economist has a built a strong reputation on its authoritative, opinionated
journalism. Journalists’ bylines are not
displayed on articles, and the publication
adopts an opinionated stance on the leading issues of the day. It’s maybe not the
first place you would look for examples
of open journalism, but the weekly has in
fact embraced its own form of openness,
which is fitting to its position in the news
landscape.
The paper has a significant social media
presence, with well over a million Facebook fans and close to 2 million Twitter
followers, as well as a presence on Google+, Pinterest and Tumblr. It also operates
open, social initiatives on its own site.
Mark Johnson, the Economist’s Community Manager, stressed the importance
of remaining true to your brand while
communicating with readers. “At the
Economist we’ve got quite a distinctive
voice and worldview: we write in a certain
way and we’re keen to maintain that
wherever we’re publishing. We don’t have
a particularly chatty Twitter feed, as one
example. I think that’s not what people
expect from us. So the advice is, work out
what’s distinctive about your brand then
work out how you can translate that into
social media.”
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Related to this, Johnson believes that you
don’t have to dumb down in order to build
a community. “Our flagship community
feature, as an example, is the Economist
Debate. That’s an Oxford-style online
debate which takes a full two weeks to
finish. It generates a lot of discussion on
our sites and indeed on social media and
around the wider web. So the long and
the short of it is, if you ask for a lot from
your community, you will find that you get
a lot in return.” The Economist Debates
are held outside the magazine’s paywall,
and Johnson believes that they defy the
preconception that online readers are just
looking for short pieces of content and
quick ways to contribute.
There is also a feature on the site called
“By Invitation,” which allows journalists to
pose a question to a group of economists
each week. “We enable our readers to
leave comments on their contributions and
discuss with those experts what’s going
on in the world of economics. That’s very
popular as well,” said Johnson.
Johnson underlined how readers’ excitement grows in direct correlation to how
close they feel to the journalists. “Readers really like feeling like they are in some
kind of conversation with our journalists,”
Johnson said. Making journalists aware of
the importance of their participation in the
discussion with readers is what he called
the “evangelist” part of his job.

Open Journalism

Inviting the readers into the newsroom:
The Register Citizen
The next step? Making your
newsroom physically open to
readers is a big step and one that
may not appeal to everybody.
However, it does have great
potential to not only attract useful reader knowledge but also to
increase trust and make a news
organisation a key part of the
community. This community element means such an approach is
maybe more suited to local than
national publications.
For the citizens of Torrington, Connecticut, the local newsroom of The Register
Citizen is as readily accessible as any coffee
shop, offering free Wi-Fi, computers, and
open discussion between journalists and
readers from Monday to Saturday. Journal
Register Co.’s The Register Citizen opened
its Newsroom Café in December 2010 as a
way to include members of the community
in the local journalism process, embracing digital-first policies in accordance with
CEO John Paton’s vision for the company.

Readers are invited to sit in on editorial meetings, held at 4pm each day and
live-streamed online, as well as contribute
story ideas and inform editors of article
corrections needed. The newsroom also
has a Community Media Lab, which provides workspace for local bloggers, citizen
journalists and researchers, as well as
offering full access to the Register Citizen
archives.
Connections are key
The decision to create the Newsroom Café
was largely based on the desire to foster
open dialogue between journalists and
readers, both online and in person, said
Matt DeRienzo, Connecticut Group Editor
for Journal Register Co.
“The web and social media is about
people connecting with each other,” he
said, “and so we took that philosophy
and the business model that [John Paton]
preached, and we used the opportunity of
moving our business to design a physical
space that represented his philosophy.”

Matt DeRienzo,
Connecticut Group
Editor for Journal
Register Co.

DeRienzo said he thinks open journalism
is not only a general trend for the media
industry, but also an essential one for
newspapers to stay relevant.
“A newsroom café is one manifestation of an overall bigger philosophy,” he
said. “The issue, really, is that the web
has empowered people to network with
each other, without us,” he said, “and
that is the reason for open journalism in a
nutshell.”
“I’m not sure legacy media as a whole
understands it yet,” he said.
The newsroom café in Torrington incorporates many of the necessary characteristics
of open journalism, especially in terms of
establishing readers’ trust, DeRienzo said.
“To have a relationship with someone
you need to trust each other, and to have
trust you need to be transparent,” he said.
“That’s why we opened our doors.”
DeRienzo said one of the biggest improvements the paper has seen with the open
newsroom is the strengthening of its corrections policy, especially the addition of
an online fact-check box, which users have

Managing Editor Emily Olson with
Digital First Media CEO John Paton
in the Torrington newsroom.
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“We have a competitor…a very good
newspaper, but they are fighting a very
traditional print newspaper battle with
us, while we are fighting a battle against
becoming irrelevant completely to our
readers,” DeRienzo said. “So it doesn’t
really bother us.”
The Register Citizen has a print circulation
of 7,000, and about six times as many
readers online. The website does not have
a paywall.
“If we’re going to be of the web, and the
web is about connecting people to each
other and social sharing, why would we
put a wall between those connections?”
DeRienzo said.
Olson leading a workshop in the newsroom for local nonprofits.

taken to enthusiastically. Readers click on
the fact-check box to report errors or offer
tips that help journalists with the context
of a story, he said.
The Register Citizen based its fact-check
box on The Washington Post’s model,
which links to a Google document, where
numerous questions regarding corrections
and tips are listed. The Google doc also
includes an option for the user to input
his or her name and phone number to be
contacted as a source for similar articles in
the future, DeRienzo said.
The open corrections policy has emboldened people to reach out and communicate with Register journalists, he said.
“We’ve gotten much more participation in
terms of people correcting our mistakes,”
he added, “it’s improved our journalism by
widening our sources in incredible ways.
By being so open, people feel that they
can approach us. It’s improved our journalism by helping us with accuracy, instead
of operating in silence and secrecy and
putting a final product out there.”
While online engagement is high, however, the physical newsroom hasn’t been
getting dozens of participants on a daily
basis.
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“We haven’t had a ton of participation
in terms of volume,” he said. However,
“when we do, it tends to be very, very
high quality, and it tends to be specifically on something that they’re concerned
about.”
DeRienzo compared the importance of
maintaining an open newsroom to the
disclosure of campaign finances: though
the public might not personally examine
such information at all times, the fact that
the information exists in the public domain
is reassuring to citizens.
Breaking the news in an open newsroom (and what competitors think)
With a newsroom as open as the Register
Citizen’s comes inevitable questions about
policy: does absolutely every story idea or
tip get divulged to the public? And what
about competitors sitting in on those
public editorial meetings?
DeRienzo said he is sure that Register
Citizen’s competitors pay attention to the
meetings, but that he doesn’t mind, especially because the Register’s online content
is completely free while other papers
implement paywalls.

There are, however, certain stories that
the Register might keep under wraps, he
explained.
“We do selectively keep some stories
private, but its not necessarily because
we’re waiting for print publication,”
DeRienzo said. “If we’re doing a sensitive
story where divulging the fact that we’re
writing about it would tip someone off
who’s under investigation or something
like that, obviously we can’t talk about
that publicly.”
As far as breaking news, though, DeRienzo said everything goes, especially in
regards to social media.
“Our CEO created a social media policy
for the whole company,” he explained. “It
was three rules: the first rule was blank,
the second rule was blank, and the third
rule was blank.”
He said that Register journalists break
news through Twitter, and that they are
not required to check in with editors
beforehand.
“We don’t have special rules for the telephone or the fax machine,” he explained,
“we’re not going to have special rules
for social media. Use it, don’t be an idiot,
and be respectful…like you would in the
course of your job, but there are no special
rules.”

Open Journalism

DeRienzo also said journalists should treat
the information they learn through Twitter
just as they would any other source – by
using common sense and by constantly
questioning, ‘how do we know this?’
There are some exceptions, however, he
said.

Residents gathering
for an Artist of the
Month reception in
Newsroom Cafe

“I think there’s more and more of an understanding, especially on platforms such
as Twitter, that when you’re breaking news
as a process, the details can change, especially in a complicated public emergency
situation,” he said.
From crowdsourcing to collaborating
Editors pay just as much attention to
content they don’t own, constantly linking to local blogs and trying to provide
readers with access to as much material as
possible.
That’s why they created the Community
Media Lab, which provides computer work
stations and free Wi-Fi to local bloggers
so they have a space to publish and share
content, DeRienzo said. In addition, the
newspaper has a full time curator, who
creates a list of RSS feeds for the lab and
links to news-worthy or otherwise interesting content on the website, he explained.
“There’s this whole world of stuff that our
audience and competitors and others are
doing that is available to our readers, and
why would we deprive them of that?” he
asked. “And who’s better to curate that
than we are?
Rather than seeking to publish bloggers’
content themselves, the Register instead
partners with bloggers, often featuring
their content on the website in order to
refer traffic back to the blogs, he said.
“If people can organise around a topic
without us, and publish without us, how
are we going to be part of that process?
How are we going to be relevant?” he
questioned. “One way is to curate that
content. Another way is to help them
organise and to help give them a space to
do it, to have a relationship.”

The engagement editor is responsible for
finding and training blog partners. He or
she also organises newsrooms workshops,
which cover everything from social media,
to storytelling journalism, to miscellaneous
topics.
“We had a great series of workshops
on the Freedom of Information Act,”
DeRienzo said. “It fulfilled exactly the vision I had for it because in the audience…
was one of our reporters sitting next to a
local school board member, sitting next
to a local blogger, sitting next to a citizen
activist, all worrying about the Freedom of
Information Act in our newsroom.”
DeRienzo said the editors are constantly
trying to engage people in the community
with both the training workshops and the
atmosphere of the Newsroom Café itself.

The future is open
So, what’s next for the Journal Register
Co.? According to DeRienzo, the company plans to launch a newsroom café
for another of its newspapers, The New
Haven Register, which will test how well
the open newsroom operates in a more
urban setting. New Haven is also home to
Yale University.
Essentially, he said, the attention the staff
has given to creating an open journalistic
environment has allowed them to return
to the basics.
“If you get the open journalism part, it
really, really gives you a recommitment
to the fundamentals of journalism itself,
including investigating in-depth,” he said.
“The rest of it just comes naturally.”

“If you want people to come into your
newsroom – again they’re not obsessed
with your process – you need to have a
reason for them to be there,” he said.
“We try to build a continuum of engagement.”
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