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Advance Praise for Reimagining Journalism in a Post-Truth World

“That journalism in the United States and worldwide is in a deep and seemingly worsening crisis is becoming increasingly clear. The business model of commercial journalism is in its death throes, yet societies desperately need this grand public good if any semblance of democracy or freedom is to survive. Reimagining Journalism in a Post-Truth World is a hearty attempt to take stock of the swirling changes, make the best of a very bad situation, and rethink journalism by reconfiguring the existing cast of characters, institutions, and options. It is a necessary contribution to a larger conversation our entire society, not just the journalism community, needs to have. The sooner, the better.”

—Robert W. McChesney, Gutgsell Endowed Professor, Department of Communication, University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, and co-author, The Death and Life of American Journalism

“This refreshing look at journalism’s current quandaries is a concise chronicle of the anti-media, anti-fact world journalism must now navigate. More than bemoan how fake news and political propaganda are impersonating journalism, the authors offer solutions that need to be more seriously embraced than past journalism reform efforts.”

—Jan Schaffer, J-Lab Executive Director, American University

“Fake news, declining trust in institutions, eroding business models—journalism faces challenges from every quarter, but the need for accurate news and information to cut through the noise and enlighten the public is essential for our democracy. The deep research of Reimagining Journalism in a Post-Truth World provides illuminating context for understanding the obstacles confronting the industry and assembles a foundation of useful ideas that may help lift journalism, and our society, into a better future.”

—Michael D. Bolden, Managing Director, Editorial and Operations, JSK Journalism Fellowships, Stanford University

“Amid the change that has become media’s only constant, Ed Madison and Ben DeJarnette offer journalism’s champions a chance to consider what’s been won and lost in the Internet revolution—and what lessons mean most. Their take offers critical context on trends that blossomed and died, theories that dominated and receded, and—beyond the flash—innovation with real promise. In considering fundamental purpose as well as financial reality, the authors amplify the central and urgent question of how journalism can succeed and thrive best: by connecting directly with the public it aims to serve.”

—Melanie Sill, News Strategist and Former Content Chief at the Sacramento Bee, the News & Observer and KPCC-Southern California Public Radio

“Reimagining Journalism in a Post-Truth World is an impressively comprehensive overview of the news industry’s challenges and opportunities in a sharply divided America. The book compellingly argues that journalists must champion the truth and actively demonstrate their value to a skeptical public if the Fourth Estate hopes to fulfill its mission as a public good in the digital age.”

—Jake Batsell, Associate Professor, Southern Methodist University, and author, Engaged Journalism: Connecting with Digitally Empowered News Audiences

“This book is an extraordinary collection of critical commentary, careful documentation, and imaginative predictions about journalism. In an era when journalism as a profession is being challenged by political leaders, citizen reporters, comedians, and academics, the authors create a platform to step back and re-think its role in society.”

—Diane Gayeski, PhD, Dean, and Professor of Strategic Communications, Roy H. Park School of Communications, Ithaca College

“We are at a critical time when it comes to trust in media—or lack thereof—and Reimagining Journalism comes along at the right time. It’s a tough look at our current predicament, with news media being attacked by the president, and with more power wielded by social networks like Facebook. The authors’ focus on solutions and people who stand out is the right way to tackle this massive issue, and they do a great job pointing us to a better future.”

—Mark Glaser, Executive Director, MediaShift.org
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For my father, who blazed many trails.

—Ed Madison

To the pioneers—inside and outside of the profession—who help us imagine a brighter future for journalism.

—Ben DeJarnette
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Foreword

The crisis in American journalism goes far beyond the practitioners who pursue it and the politicians who complain about it. At a time of anxiety and complexity, competing narratives and deep political polarization, the inability to agree even on basic facts threatens to submerge us in confusion and conflict. Journalism’s convulsions over the past two decades have taken a terrible toll. Legacy news organizations hemorrhaged revenue and staff. Business models collapsed. Politically driven media exploded and won massive audiences. Public trust evaporated. An unlikely presidential candidate attacked journalists as dishonest enemies of the people. And won.

This crisis was not born overnight, and it is not attributable to any single source. Rather, it is the result of a combination of factors that have been building for years and that are as striking as the ironies they have produced. The Internet connected us, but also helped tear us apart by amplifying our discontent. Social media democratized expression, but invited everyone to the playing field, no matter how qualified or knowledgeable. The elitist hold on information was broken, but peddlers of extremism and conspiracy gained access to a global audience.

In Reimagining Journalism in a Post-Truth World, Ed Madison and Ben DeJarnette put journalism’s journey in stark perspective and bring a clarifying, deeply researched urgency to the conversation about what’s gone wrong and what can be done about it. They chart the indelible changes in journalism that have created what they rightly refer to as an “anti-media, anti-fact culture shift.” They look at the problem generationally—today’s “Tiffany Network” just may be Comedy Central—and they break the challenges into component parts. Then they pose the most important question of all: What can be done to reimagine journalism so that it contributes to genuine public understanding and productive civic discourse?

The authors approach their work from distinct and yet complementary perspectives. As a broadcast media veteran who began his career in the thick of Watergate, Ed Madison brings keen insights to his work as a journalism professor and researcher. Ben DeJarnette is an early-stage journalist with millennial sensibilities and fresh ideas. Collectively, they bring a voice to this topic that is neither cynical nor naïve. They offer a thoughtful approach and a constructive tone at a critical time in the trajectory of journalism.

The authors show clearly that at a time when BuzzFeed and Breitbart, Reddit and The Intercept, Vox and VICE News have carved up the audience, not only is there no single repository of information—no single narrative—but we appear to have lost the ability to coalesce around a basic version of events. Whether it is the size of an inauguration crowd or the shortcomings of our health care system, we argue over observable facts, disagree on the evidence, and dismiss news that upsets us as biased or fake.

As Reimagining Journalism points out, many of the changes in the way news is reported and consumed started with CNN. When the network went on the air in 1980, citizens could, for the first time in human history, see and hear events as they happened around the world, 24 hours a day. I joined the network in those early years—when CNN was still referred to as Chicken Noodle News. We didn’t have many viewers, and we experienced more glitches and gaffes than we cared to admit, but we had a mission and we proudly tilted at the windmills of the mighty broadcast networks. CNN was a rough-around-the-edges startup, but we were committed to news, and we reveled in the knowledge that we were scaling the walls of tradition and bringing our viewers the news as it happened. We held an idealized sense that solid reporting and pictures that spoke for themselves would lead to a more informed public. CNN founder Ted Turner believed his upstart network could unmask dictators, expose wrongdoing, nurture democracy, and promote nuclear disarmament. Maybe more news to more people really could transform the world.

When I was hired, I got the line that is now a part of CNN lore. “Just remember, we don’t have stars. The news is the star,” I was told. We didn’t talk about ratings. I once made the mistake of asking the famously gruff Ed Turner, who was in charge of news gathering (and no relation to Ted) about the ratings of one of our programs. He exploded. “Don’t EVER ask me about ratings! I don’t give a DAMN about ratings and neither should YOU!” That was then. Today, the cable news universe is dominated by opinion and “analysis.” Newscasts are virtually nonexistent. Beyond cable, every news platform—legacy and newcomer alike—is driven by ratings, metrics, and analytics. Executives at major news organizations pursue computer scientists and data analysts as if they are the stars.

Madison and DeJarnette take in this broad landscape as they look over the horizon. They address the questions that anyone involved in producing, studying, or consuming the news—and that’s just about everybody—should be asking: How are new technologies and the media companies they shape altering not just the media but the way people get and process information? What are the implications for journalism? In this hyperpolarized culture, can journalism play a role to bridge divides rather than widen them? What can the news media learn from John Oliver and media satirists about how to convey complexity, nuance, irony, and truth? How should Facebook’s breathtaking profits and vast human network shape its sense of responsibility to the public? What can be done to restore public trust in journalism?

In addressing those and other questions, the authors apply data, perspective, and a keen understanding to this crucial and complex topic. They examine the impact of “fake news.” They consider “news deserts.” They look at what satire teaches us about objectivity, facts, and truth-telling. They explore how consolidation and the collapse of ad revenues have ravaged local and regional news organizations that no longer have the resources to send human beings—reporters—to see and hear and question city councils and school boards in cities and towns across America. They consider the attitudes and behaviors of millennials, who came of age amid social media, to understand how they are reshaping the media world through their appetite for shorter stories, more video, and more irreverent discourse.

Reimagining Journalism is an essential read for anyone who has weighed in with an opinion about the media, studied journalism, or wondered about what’s gone wrong with the news. Ed Madison and Ben DeJarnette make clear that we are experiencing a news crisis as journalism, savaged by politicians, economics, and the public alike, seeks a future. But the authors give us hope, too. The public still wants credible news and can be a resource in its own right, millennials also consume in-depth reporting, and the long-form narrative can draw an audience. Despite the repeated, overwrought, and dangerous attacks on the news media and dismal levels of public trust, many news organizations experienced a significant jump in readers, viewers, and listeners in 2016.

It won’t be easy to reimagine journalism because the problems are, in many cases, already deeply engrained in the new journalism ecosystem. But there are important explanations and promising ideas in this book, and anyone who reads it will have a deeper appreciation for journalism’s extraordinary journey in recent years and where it may be going. What will it take to “reimagine” journalism? Courage and creativity. What price will we pay if we do not rise to the challenge? The disruption and polarization we’ve experienced so far could be just the beginning.

Frank Sesno

Director, School of Media and Public Affairs, The George Washington University; former Washington Bureau Chief—CNN


 

Preface

Journalism has always had its critics, particularly people in power who resist public scrutiny. However, presently the profession is meeting some of its greatest challenges as questions persist about its credibility and relevance.

This book tackles this daunting topic at an equally daunting time as we find ourselves engaged in debate about the merits of journalism and its role in society. Although many people have objected to specific examples of news coverage, few until now have questioned the entire enterprise. I count myself as an advocate for journalism and a believer in its resiliency, with good reason.

During my junior year of high school, I walked into a guidance counselor’s office and was struck by an inconspicuous poster that would fundamentally affect my future. Growing up in Washington, DC, during the turbulent 1960s and 1970s with a dad who was a journalism pioneer and a mom who taught elementary school, I was exposed to the importance of media, specifically the news media. I knew quite early that I wanted to follow in my dad’s footsteps—and that poster offered a potential pathway. It announced a six-week internship at WTOP-TV—Channel 9, which at the time was owned by the Washington Post. The station was also conveniently located across the street from my high school. The prerequisite for consideration was writing an essay on the significance of media and an in-person interview, if you made the cut. I made the cut—but was not chosen.

The devastating news was
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