ERA OF CITIZEN JOURNALISM    

HIGHLIGHTS

• “Where does the line between citizen journalism end and mainstream media begin? Is there no more line?” asks Edelman’s SVP, Steve Rubel.

• .”Blogging is niche, it’s not meant to be wide and shallow like a newspaper, it’s meant to be narrow and deep,” said Dan Gillmor, Director of the Center for Citizen Media.
 • “Online video is a great PR opportunity right now. The PR community still values print and television more so than they do online. It’s the “Grandma” factor:  when someone’s grandma sees something (a story) in the paper, it holds more weight,” said New York Times political reporter Jodi Kantor.
Moderator Steve Rubel, Senior Vice President at Edelman, opened the panel with an example of citizen journalism. He described a time when Engadget received an internal e-mail about two major product releases at Apple that were going to be delayed, and published the e-mail.  Within minutes of the e-mail being published, Apple’s stock went down 2%. In the end, the e-mail was not authenticated (it was fake) and Engadget had to remove the blog post.

Rubel then asked panelist Dan Gillmor, Director, Center for Citizen Media:  “If you were running Engadget that day, and you received an e-mail from two sources, what would you have done?”
Gillmor replied that that he would have contacted Apple. He added that he hopes the SEC is looking at the options issue that was going on right beforehand, because it might have been the reason someone did it. 

Rubel asked Jodi Kantor, political reporter, The New York Times, the same question. Kantor said:  ‘The New York Times is very conservative and relies on honest PR people.’  

Rubel then said, “What is interesting is that the lines are blurring. Engadget started out as a labor of love, and now it’s part of AOL. Where does the line between citizen journalism end and mainstream media begin? Is there no more line?”
Kantor spoke about her time at “Slate,” when they hired someone to roam the commentary section and rewarded people for their good ideas by posting their comments alongside the story. “As a reporter, when a story is published, I really look forward to hearing people’s comments.” 

Rubel said to Gillmor, “In your ground breaking book, ‘We the Media,’ you said my readers know more than me.  Do you think that your readers take that seriously?”
Gillmor said: “Progress is occurring. Move to Silicon Valley, write a book and you will learn very quickly that your readers know more than you do. It’s like having 3,000 sources, just there. For every beat, at every organization, the readers know more than the reporter. The question is what do you do with it? The first thing is to listen to the conversation. I imagine it’s hard to do at The New York Times but you have the best audience in the world, and the readers should be another layer of conversation. Staff blogs are a good start at leveraging this.”

Rubel said, “One of the things I’ve been thinking about lately is the notion of collaboration. Some publications have opened the kimono and brought in the readers. For example, the Los Angeles Times opened themselves up on a wiki, put editorial up there and then went home for the night so no one was around to respond to anything. They should have admitted that they goofed up. What is the mode to do that?”
Gillmor said, “The best thing to do is experiment. Most things fail, but you should try things and if they fail, go on.” 

Gilmor gave an example of when the Fort Meyers paper last year, asked readers for their help with regard to the sewer and water waste going up. The paper put it on their forum saying “We don’t know exactly what’s going on but we could use your help.” And they got a flood of new ideas.

“The cost of experimenting is approaching zero in a Web 2.0 World. If it doesn’t work, move on to something else.”

Kantor replied to Rubel’s comment on collaboration by saying, “The New York Times is not the most collaborative publication on the Internet. There are some experiments that we hope will be more collaborative. For example, Kantor is covering the Presidential campaign and wants to hear from readers about the closed door events they go to, that she can’t get access to. She says she’d love it if her readers could be eyes and ears.”

Gillmor said he wishes The New York Times would ask people who go to the closed door events to blog about them, take their mobile camera phones with them and put videos up on YouTube.

Switching gears, Rubel asked Kantor what kind of journalism skills need to be taught in colleges. What kinds of things do reporters need to know to do their job? 
Kantor responded: “Kids don’t need to be taught about the Web, it’s helping them to adapt to these new, confusing situations. It’s important to know what it means when someone Googles you before they talk to you. It’s dangerous to draw a conclusion about someone based on their Google profile. If I started my career over again, I would certainly be more aware of things I did and what I said. 

Gillmor replied: “Colleges need to be teaching principles of journalism and apply them broadly across multiple media.” 

Rubel said that journalists and PR pros need more technical skills now more than ever. He gets 100 pitches a day and is not seeing a lot of personalization. He then asked, “What kinds of skills do PR pros need to learn?” 

Gillmor said, “I shouldn’t tell you how to do your job. But just as journalists don’t need to know how to program, they need to understand the programmers. The conversational tools that are available now, they’re doing something so deep in the sense of what communications is becoming because the people who had been an audience are becoming creators themselves. Then they become collaborators after creators. Activists to people doing things that are completely unexpected. Watching for what’s unexpected but you have to understand technology to do that.” 

Kantor said, “Really good PR is so rare. The number of PR people in organizations who really read it closely and understand what we were trying to go for, and how there could be some collaboration. There weren’t a lot of experiences where there was a good interaction. In a crisis communications situation, reporter and PR person need to come to an understanding.” 

Kantor continued, “Online video is a great PR opportunity right now. The PR community still values print and television more so than they do online. It’s the “Grandma” factor, when someone’s grandma sees something (a story) in the paper, it holds more weight.” The New York Times is really interested in doing awesome online videos. It’s very rare for a PR person to say to you “I have a great idea for an online video.”

Rubel said that content is now portable, it can be pulled via RSS and “fed into my community.” Some tech geeks are taking news feeds from The New York Times and running them through Twitter. He asked, “How should media companies and journalists view aggregation?”
Gillmor said: “Aggregation is the way a lot of people “read” these days. RSS has fundamentally changed patterns of the way things are done these days. 
People occasionally go in via the front page; it’s mostly because of a feed they’ve gotten. Aggregation is definitely going to be more and more what people do.”

Rubel addressed the speed at which things are happening and asked Kantor how she is feeling the pressure in terms of day in/day out, do you need to get in front of bloggers? 
Kantor said: “We are bloggers. It’s about getting it right. It’s easy for me to see because I write features, and my job is to deliver this very polished piece of work. There’s a nice symbiosis between that and bloggers. It’s like the bird riding the elephant. On speed, the idea of holding something for the next day’s paper is increasingly a thing of the past.” 

Rubel asked, “Should reporters respond to bloggers? To which Kantor responded, “I’m reluctant to engage because whatever I write will go up on the Web, and if I’m going to publish something my editor should look at it. Some people get facts wrong, and it’s tempting to drop them a line, but it’s probably not a good idea.” 

Gillmor said he wishes The New York Times would engage and thinks more journalists should but understands editors and lawyers probably get worried about direct engagement. The best way to improve journalism is to have journalism be the story. 

Rubel talked about how reporters are e-mailing bloggers when they’re breaking a story, because they need (want) the traffic. 

Questions from the audience:

“Do you think you’re getting enough education on how to interact with bloggers?”
Kantor said: “The PR department doesn’t exist to convince people stories are true. If a story is well-written, it will be rock-solid. In terms of technical training, there has been a lot. There’s a feeling of camaraderie; we’re all trying to figure it out together as it happens.” 

“What is the value of objectivity in reporting and how does it play out between bloggers and journalists?”
Gillmor said: “Blogging is a tool. When we ask if bloggers are journalists, we might as well ask if people who write on paper are journalists. I’m a skeptic of objectivity. We’re hearing reporter’s opinions again, like we used to. Blogging is niche, it’s not meant to be wide and shallow like a newspaper, it’s meant to be narrow and deep. It’s a different thing in the typical case. There’s an essential need to update what we’ve been calling media literacy. It’s so important but it’s not being done very well. If we don’t get people savvy enough to sort things out, then we’re really in trouble.”

“Do you think the web is changing?”

Kantor said: “It’s changing a lot but not just with blogs. The tone of The New York Times has changed, the language has warmed up, and it’s more natural. It’s admired when there’s a traditional hard news story and it’s told in a natural way…Blogging changes the way I write because when I write a story now, you think very hard about word choice and phrasing, but I’m beginning to learn that if I say this, it’s going to get a certain kind of reaction. By reading blogs, I have been able to better understand how easily things can be misconstrued. Proof that blogging is better for journalism.” 

