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JOURNALISM THAT MATTERS 
A national conversation 

 
 

“Journalism provides something unique to a culture – independent, reliable, accurate, 
and comprehensive information that citizens require to be free…At stake is whether, as 
citizens, we have access to independent information that makes it possible for us to take 
part in governing ourselves.” 

–  Bill Kovach & Tom Rosenstiel, The Elements of Journalism 
 
 
The forces affecting journalism today are many and varied.  They range from recent 
issues of media access in Afghanistan and Iraq to the age-old tension between the 
newsroom and its business office.  The explosion of new technology creates new 
possibilities for audience while leaving traditional media struggling to understand their 
role in a wired world.  A subtle, often overlooked issue is the impact the frame of a story 
has on its audience; how is the ever-present focus on conflict, tragedy, and victimization 
affecting us all?  Are the stories that can best serve and sustain us being told? 
 
To meet the needs of a healthy society, it is time to bring together the many faces of 
journalism to re-conceive its role by revisiting its purpose, its potential to serve the public 
and how it can best fulfill its promise in this new century.   
 
The proposal outlined initiates nationwide conversations, using methods such as Open 
Space Technology, Appreciative Inquiry, Dialogue and Conversations Cafés that have 
proven highly effective in other industries.   It proposes engaging the entire system of 
journalism – reporters, editors, publishers, camera people, photographers, and audience, 
from newspapers, radio, television, online media, including both mainstream and 
alternative sources – about the changing nature and definition of news in order to 
recommit to what is fundamental and to reinvent the means for meaningfully connecting 
news with its audiences. 
 
Journalism stands at a crossroads. It can adapt to a volatile world and remain a vital and 
vibrant force, or it can stumble and risk failing as a socially important enterprise. The 
time is overripe for a series of national conversations among the people who are involved 
with the news to engage in a meaningful examination of storytelling. Learning how to tell 
stories in new ways can lead to discoveries that will help ensure that journalism has a 
compelling and valued future.  Through this process, participants will discover new ways 
of thinking and working that will renew the bond between audience and journalist.  
 
 
THE POSSIBILITIES 
 

For some years now, journalists and others have engaged in sporadic, sometimes 
contentious, often angst-ridden dialogues about the future of the craft and how effectively 
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it serves public needs in an age of instant communications, corporate amalgamation and 
technological shifts. Out of these discussions have emerged some important experiments 
and possibilities, including widespread discussions of professional credibility, centers on 
journalism excellence, various forms of civic or public journalism, and on-line extensions 
of newspapers, television stations and other media. 
 
One study, “Telling Stories: Building Community by Improving Communication" (see 
www.goodnewsgooddeeds.org), found that communities yearn for news media to 
reassess their role in a community's communication system. Accordingly, journalists 
might benefit from picturing a time …   
 
… when journalism serves public needs in a full and interconnected way 
 
... when stories of how and why decisions that affect a community are made are available 
to citizens in an easy-to-understand format 
 
... when diverse voices and innovative experiments (including blogs) in any community 
are routinely covered 
 
... when news media show the community possible futures  
 
… when everyone in the community can see the web of relationships among government, 
businesses and civic organizations that causes projects to flourish or wither 
 
... when journalists hold institutions  (of education, arts, government) accountable in 
ways meaningful to the public and to the institutions themselves 
 
... when stories are told in a way that offers journalists and their audiences time and space 
for context, reflection and learning  
 
... when journalists play a role that is seen as vital to their communities.  
 
Imagine some of the possibilities that might emerge from a thoughtful dialogue among 
journalists: 
 
* learning from various experiments in new approaches to journalism 
 
* applying skills of reporting and editing to new media in ways that build newsroom 

morale and capabilities 
 
* discovering ways to make coverage even more local and useful 
 
* connecting more authentically with young people and other traditionally overlooked 

or underserved populations 
 

http://www.goodnewsgooddeeds.org/
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* seeing ways to tell stories with multiple voices that make complex issues more 
understandable 

 
* redefining "community" in ways that go deeper than "market segments," yet at the 

same time deliver more readers to advertisers 
 
* making newsgathering processes more visible so that community members value this 

work. 
 

The universe of possibilities is unlimited. By bringing together emerging leaders in 
journalism and media, considerable energy and insights can be brought together to 
improve the practice and practical value of journalism. 
 
 
THE CURRENT STATE 
 
 In some ways, American journalism has never been stronger.  Every year, it 
builds on its traditions and notable moments by preserving free expression, checking 
otherwise unrestrained power and holding institutions and public leaders accountable for 
their actions. At this moment, many news organizations are enjoying record returns, even 
as dot-coms, once feared, have lost their luster on the stock market.  Readers, viewers and 
listeners affirm that they value the watchdog role of the press.  
 
But all is not well.  Readers, viewers and listeners also communicate a broad 
dissatisfaction with the news media, which is reflected not only in surveys but also in the 
fragmenting and declining audiences for newspapers and broadcast news. American news 
media which had the trust of 72% of the public in 1974 enjoy the trust of only 44% today.  
This in turn has created anxiety among owners and managers of news media enterprises, 
who worry about the financial health of their companies, and among working journalists, 
who worry about not reaching or effectively serving their readers, viewers and listeners. 
Meanwhile, the digital world continues to evolve and grow, attracting talented journalists 
and advertisers, and spawning new outlets for “news.”  Like the Chinese symbol for 
crisis, journalism is at the intersection of danger and opportunity.   It is the time to 
reconceive journalism.  

 
Five Key Challenges 
There are at least five challenges facing journalists in every community. A rich, national 
dialogue on these issues, held at sites across the country, would address: 
 
• The challenge of purpose: Journalists speak anxiously about values, the rise of 

competition, what is happening to their world. At the heart of this anxiety is 
uncertainty about the purpose of journalism in the current mix of information and 
technology and amidst social, economic and political transformations. 

 
• The challenge of audience: Parallel to anxiety over purpose is anxiety over the 

appropriate relationship between the journalist and her or his audience. Journalists are 
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anxious about when to treat their users as citizens, when as consumers and when (if 
ever) as equals and partners in efforts to understand the world. 

 
• The challenge of craft: Even as journalists as a whole are becoming more proficient 

in craft skills of reporting, writing, editing, photography, graphics and design, 
questions about how each craft skill serves the purpose and mission of journalism 
keep arising. What are the best ways to report and present stories, given the shifts in 
society and in the media landscape? How can journalists clarify standards of news 
judgment – standards that journalists, citizens and communities can fully support as 
useful and important? As journalists adapt to multimedia platforms and media 
convergence, will the standards and values of one medium become those of other 
media? What might be gained or lost with such convergence? 

 
• The challenge of limits: Journalists constantly bemoan the limits they face: limited 

time to work on stories, limited resources for travel or research or staffing, limited 
newshole or airtime – or unlimited cyberspace with limited resources to fill it. The 
emphasis on dailyness (and now hourliness and minuteliness) reinforces the primary 
roles played by reflexes and routines in shaping a journalist’s work, rather than 
reflection and fresh approaches. How can journalism remain timely and alert to 
breaking news as it also becomes reflective and inclusive in defining 
newsworthiness? How can journalists match their limited resources to news with a 
global, seemingly unlimited, scope? 
 

• The challenge of joy: Where does the passion, spirit and delight of journalism come 
from now? How can we sustain it?  How can journalists measure, celebrate and reap 
the rewards of their contributions to the individuals and communities they serve? 

 
 
THE POWER OF STORYTELLING 

 
An effective way to address these challenges is through something journalists 

know well: storytelling.  Indeed, stories shape the purpose and audience of journalism. 
 

The old stories of how things work – the image of life as a giant machine (that just needs 
fixing), of relationships as "two halves make a whole," of government as the necessary 
parental authority figure – no longer convey how things really work.  Marriages are 
failing, politicians can never satisfy us, and problems generally can't be solved by any 
one simple action. Yet these old stories continue to be told and retold by most of our 
news media. A more sophisticated approach to storytelling that embodies diverse cultures 
is more likely to reflect what's really going on.  The Internet makes it possible for more 
people to tell their stories directly. But who is there to authenticate those stories  – or to 
draw attention to them?  Who can we trust?  Where is the truth in an era when nearly 
everyone (in government, business, and especially the media) is seen as a slippery spin-
doctor?   



 
Any culture's storytellers are among its most influential people. Journalists have held that 
trusted role for generations, but now there are questions about who will be the storytellers 
of the future and how those stories will be delivered. Between the new possibilities and 
the current state of journalism are at least three creative issues that can be reckoned with 
in ways that strengthen journalism or diminish it. These issues provide a jumping-off 
point for the conversations. 
 
All journalists know that really good storytelling is powerful.  In fact, the stories that we 
tell – about our world, about ourselves – shape our future. 
 
The future-shaping power of how a "story" is framed is evident from recent research in 
various fields. In medicine, placebo studies show that the attitudes of doctors and patients 
toward a medication's likelihood to work increases the medication's effectiveness for one-
third to two-thirds of patients – even those taking a placebo. In education,  
the "Pygmalion" studies show that students perform radically better for teachers who are 
told they are stars (even though such star status was assigned randomly). In athletics, 
studies have shown that world-class athletes perform better when they keep a strong 
image of success in mind. Perhaps most compelling is Polak’s1 study of a variety of 
cultures through the centuries. When a culture no longer holds a compelling picture of its 
future, he found, it declines and fails. 

 
Reflecting on the proven power of storytelling, journalists can ask: Are we telling stories 
in the most productive ways for society? Is our designation of what's newsworthy 
creating a glossy patina of surface glory or a spiraling well of defeat and victimization? 
What might it look like if we covered more of the full-spectrum process of life rather than 
just the highest highs and lots of the lowest lows? What if more journalism read like The 
New York Times' recent series on race rather than like political horserace coverage? 
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the future 1 Polak, F.   The image of (translated and abridged by E. Boulding from the Dutch Die toekomst 

is verleden tijd). San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 1973.  
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The above diagram depicts the public’s sense that journalism focuses primarily on life’s low spots and 
occasionally on its high spots rather than on how life progresses between troughs and peaks.  
 
Is the story of journalism itself being told in the most productive ways? Ask most 
journalists why they entered the business, and most likely you will hear highly personal 
stories about a desire to make a difference, to unleash truth, to preserve and protect the 
right by illuminating the wrong. Ask mid-career journalists if they are realizing their 
passion or goals, and the most likely answer is no. 
 
As our national storytellers, journalists are at the heart of our society’s communications 
system, essential to a free society.  We now know that telling stories is as much an 
intervention as “making news.” 
 
Just as quantum physicists have learned that the very act of observation affects and 
sometimes modifies what they see, so journalists telling stories shape the story and what 
we pay attention to as a community. These stories in turn shape their audience who use 
them to form images about the truth and make life-affecting decisions based on that. 
 
Journalists abjure "making news" themselves. They want to avoid being accused of 
triggering newsworthy events the way police want to avoid being accused of entrapping 
criminals by inducing them to commit crimes. And yet journalists rarely address the fact 
that their choices about how to tell stories and which stories to tell have as much impact 
on our sense of the world as the events that naturally catch the journalists' attention and 
therefore become "news." By acknowledging that there is no such thing as a neutral 
observer, journalists have an extraordinary opportunity to reconceive their role in helping 
people make meaning of the confusing shifts in society. 
 
In education, health care, the legal system and every other domain, experiments are 
testing better ways to live and work. Many are succeeding. These stories of hope and 
possibility are not told as aggressively as stories of despair. Journalists, as our local and 
national storytellers, are positioned to be a catalyst toward health in society as they 
chronicle successes as well as failures, as they show the full complexity of changing 
communities and apply their skills to new digital arenas such as the Internet. 
 
Despite their skills as researchers, reporters, observers and authenticators of the truth, 
journalists may lose their place as important storytellers to those with fewer, less 
reliable skills. 
 
Journalists have considerable street smarts, on-the-job training and often academic 
preparation related to their work. They know a lot and bring considerable value to the 
stories they tell. What's more, they have editorial skills that are increasingly in demand in 
the age of infoglut and infotainment. 
 
Stories that are obsessively negative or irrelevant may be part of what is driving readers, 
viewers and listeners away. They turn instead to other sources of news and information 
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that may be more emotionally satisfying but less reliable. Furthermore, by doing things 
the way they've always been done, journalists risk losing out on potential new 
applications of emerging technologies to enhance their newsgathering and news delivery. 
 
If journalists reconceive the purpose and practices of their craft, they can renew their 
value to society. This can be a powerful motivator for journalists to join in these national 
conversations. 
 
 

*  *  * 
BIOS 
 
Chris Peck  is editor of the Commercial Appeal in Memphis, Tennessee.  For a year he 
held the Distinguished Chair in Journalism at Southern Methodist University in Dallas, 
Texas.  For 18 years he was editor of The Spokesman-Review (Spokane, WA), the 
largest newspaper between Seattle and Minneapolis. He is past president and sits on the 
board of The Associated Press Managing Editors, a professional association whose 
membership includes 1,500 daily newspapers that are members of The AP. He is active in 
numerous other journalism groups, including the American Society of Newspaper Editors 
and is a founder of the Civic Journalism Network. 
 
Peggy Holman is a writer and consultant who works with organizations and communities 
to increase their ability to achieve what is most important to them.  She is an 
acknowledged leader in using generative processes for whole systems change. Her work 
encourages people to take responsibility for what they love, resulting in stronger 
organizations, communities and individuals.  Her book, The Change Handbook: Group 
Methods for Shaping the Future (Berrett-Koehler, 1999), co-edited with Tom Devane, 
has been warmly received as an aid to people wishing to increase the impact of their 
organizations and communities. In 2003 Peggy co-hosted an international conference, 
The Practice of Peace, bringing together 130 people from 25 countries, including Israel, 
India, Colombia, Haiti, Northern Ireland, Bosnia, Nigeria, and Nepal, to examine the 
threads of peace building that transcend specific cultures.  
 
Stephen Silha is a communications consultant, writer and facilitator. He has reported for 
magazines and newspapers including The Christian Science Monitor, The Minneapolis 
Star, and Yes!. He has worked with a range of philanthropic and nonprofit organizations, 
including the Charles Stewart Mott Foundation, Libraries for the Future, Children's 
Express News Service, and Digital Partners. He co-convened the first national 
symposium on the Media and Philanthropy at the Chicago Tribune, which spawned the 
Puget Sound area research project Good News/Good Deeds: Citizen Effectiveness in the 
Age of Electronic Democracy.  For three years he has co-convened the Media That 
Matters seminar at Hollyhock Retreat Center in Canada.  He also serves on the faculty of 
the Institute for Creative Development. 
 
Cole C. Campbell is dean of the school of Journalism and Center for Advanced Media 
Studies at the University of Nevada at Reno.  He was a Fellow at the Charles F. Kettering 
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Foundation, based in Dayton, Ohio, where he coordinated research into journalism and 
democracy.  He has been the editor in chief of the St. Louis Post-Dispatch, The 
Virginian-Pilot, Tar Heel: The Magazine of North Carolina, and The Daily Tar Heel, 
among other newsroom jobs in 25 years as a working journalist.  He has been a Poynter 
Fellow at the Poynter Institute in St. Petersburg, Florida.  He has taught journalism at 
Guilford College and communication skills at the University of North Carolina at 
Greensboro.  He has been active in the Association for Education in Journalism and Mass 
Communication, the American Society of Newspaper Editors, the American Press 
Institute, and a variety of other professional development and journalism education 
initiatives.  
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