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Community, not Audience:
How to Interact with News Readers

The role of any publisher has traditionally been
that of a gatekeeper.

Because publishing has always been difficult T ¥
a process that demanded specific skills to
create, edit, present and print content 7 Tand
expensive (content creation, presentation and
distribution takes a lot of money), it requires
many  well-paid professionals. Content
production was available only to a chosen few,
those gatekeepers who decided what kinds of
content to produce, how to present that
content and how to distribute it.

Consumers of content were an audience
dictated to by publishers. The relationship of a
publisher to that audience was a one-way path.
Publishers created content, users consumed
content.

Of course, with the rise of the Internet, anyone
with a computer can create content. Even
video, which not so long ago required
equipment expensive enough to be prohibitive
to all but those involved in TV or film
production, can now be created with a $50
webcam and distributed free of charge through
YouTube.

Now, all you need to be fpublisheddis a blog or
a website, and the cost of publishing online is
nominal. As a blogger you no longer need to
know anything about the typesetting or printing
processes (or much about typography, as many
eye-scorching websites make clear).
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™ Passion for building stronger businesses

Consumers are no longer content to simply be
an audience. An audience simply witnesses a
performance (or reads a newspaper, or watches
a film). An audience is passive. Consumers want
to be part of a community.

A community happens online when people --
individuals with an interest in a particular topic,
or location, or event -- are able to interact with
like-minded others, and when they feel that
their interactions with those other people
matter. One of the most powerful interactions
within @ community is the creation and sharing
of user-generated content (UGC) on subjects
that draw that community together.

Years after the advent of the Internet,
professional publishers are still deciding what
user-generated content means to them. They
know only that it looks ominous. As information
becomes more and more ubiquitous, and does
not require a professional designation to
create, more and more amateurs are creating
content; and much to the media industry's
shock, many of these amateurs are really good
at what they do.

Communication through media is no longer
oneto-many, but many-to-many. When anyone
can publish, traditional or "official” content
created by professional publishers competes
for eyeballs with amateurs via blogs, Tweeter,
YouTube and multiple other Web-based
methods for sharing content. Furthermore,
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amateurs create their content for a community --
those of a like mind, or those who share a
common interest, with the user -- rather than for
an audience of passive watchers.

Since the turn of the century professional news
publishing has struggled to incorporate social
networking and UGC with their traditionally-
created content to engage consumers and create
a relationship with them that extends beyond the
selling of a single product. While emerging
technologies may demand different responses
from publishers in incorporating them into an
effective overall strategy, the key is to emerge as
a community leader, and to add value to the
conversations going on within that community.

Newspapers and the Internet

Since 2000, the newspaper industry has
experienced strong declines in circulation and
advertising revenues, with attendant cuts in their
labor force, or even in the number of days on
which the paper is printed (a la the Detroit Free
Press and Washington Times ). In response to this
crisis, newspapers are aggressively expanding
features on their websites and experimenting
with new technologies to more effectively attract
and retain online readers.

The Bivings Group, an Internet communications
firms based in Washington, D.C., conducted
surveys in 2006, 2007 and 2008 on the usage of
Web-based tools on U.S. newspaper Web sites, to
assess their transformation from simple news
delivery mechanisms into online communities.
The 2008 survey included the following findings:

A Newspapers are increasing their usage of user-
generated content. In 2007, only 28 percent of
the top 100 newspapers (by circulation) offered
some form of user-generated content on their
websites; by 2008 this figure had increased to
58%.

> Issue: The types of UGC allowed by news-
paper web sites was heavily skewed
towards photographs (all of the 100
papers), while other content types were
minimally used (18% accepted video, and
only 15% used articles written by users).
To fully engage users into an online
community, newspapers and other
publishers must
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allow users to submit content of all types.
Granted, textual content such as articles may
not be written to the professional standards
expected by professional publishers or their
users; but publishers can add value to their
communities by proofreading and copyediting
content submitted by readers, just as they do
with content produced by the newspaper’s staff.

A The number of newspaper websites that allow

reader comments on articles nearly doubled
from 2007 (33%) to 2008 (75%).

> Issue: For most of that 75% majority, the
newspapers allow comments only on certain
types of articles; for example, the Minneapolis
Star Tribune will not allow comments on
stories about the Iraq or Afghanistan wars, for
fear of inappropriate or abusive posts. Also,
many comment sections for articles are
basically un-moderated, with only complaints
about  abusive  or
inappropriate posts

resulting in the  may demand different
removal of a  responses from publishers
comment; and some i, incorporating them into an
newspaper  websites

will allow users to
comment on an article
without registering
and using their real
names in the posting.
The discourse within
the communities
newspaper websites serve becomes much less
valuable when they are artificially restricted,
and other community members will not feel
that an anonymous user is truly a part of their
group. Newspapers can effectively manage
both issues by opening all articles to
comments and assigning staff members to
moderate user comments.

a3 g community.

A The use of social bookmarking - tools such as

Digg or de.licio.us that allow users to discover
and share content from anywhere on the Web,
with users voting on the best content (and thus
promoting it to the front page of their websites)
- had gone from barely being used in 2006 (7%)
to an industry standard by 2008 (92%).
However, only 10% of the web-sites examined
had some sort of social networking or user
profiling system built into their sites.

2

While emerging technologies

effective overall strategy,

the key is to emerge as a
community leader, and to add
value to the conversations
going on within that



> Issue: Social networks such as Facebook are an
incredibly powerful tool in knitting together
online communities. Newspapers must take
advantage of these tools to post content to
their users.

A An overwhelming number of newspaper Web
sites (95% in 2008) feature blogs written by
their reporters.

> Issue: Very few newspapers offer blogs
written by non-newspaper employees.
Online communities recognize those whose
expertise make them valuable to their
group, and won't ignore or devalue content
just because it's written by someone who's
not on the newspaper's staff. Of course, as
we'll see in the next section, simply having
user-generated blog content on the website
isn't necessarily enough.

Blogs
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Some newspapers have opened their websites to
blog content created by non-newspaper writers.
(For example, the Chicago Tribune and
Minneapolis Star Tribune websites include blog
content created by non-staff members).
However, not all papers execute this blog
aggregation function in ways that serve the
online communities they are trying to attract.
Take, for example,

To fully engage the Chicago Tribune.
users into an online The Tribune created
community, newspapers a website called
and other publishers ~ "ChicagoNOW" as a
must allow users to ~ Place for bloggers in

submit content Chicago to post and
share blog content.
of all types.

But the site s
structured in a way
that makes it difficult for readers to use and for
the Tribune to emerge as an online community
leader.

A It's a standalone site: ChicagoNOW is a separate
site from chicagotribune.com, where readers of
the newspaper naturally go.
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It's virtually un-promoted on the Tribune
website or print product: One small link at
the bottom of the chicagotribune.com drives
traffic to ChicagoNOW. Only rarely occurring
house ads in the print newspaper reference
ChicagoNOW. If blogging is meant to help a
newspaper be a leader in an online
community, users of ChicagoNOW are
unlikely to associate the Tribune with that
leadership role.

A The blogs are not vertically organized by
community: The front page of ChicagoNOW
features a lead piece of artwork listing some of
the blogs contained on the site. But none of the
blogs are organized by subject matter (sports,
arts, local government, etc.); the image merely
lists blogs the editors of the site chose to put
on the front page. It does not provide the
reader with any context (i.e.their popularity or
content category). There is a list of “recent”
blog posts on the front page that does include
categories such as sports and arts, but the
blogs listed are there because they're new, not
because the content is relevant.

And readers have reacted predictably. Others
with a far more entrepreneurial bent have stolen
away the best bloggers Chicago has to offer (The
Huffington Post, ESPN Chicago) and enjoy many
more unique page views than does ChicagoNOW.

To effectively serve the goal of online community
leadership in a way that drives the newspaper's
brand, blogs must be incorporated into the main
website of the newspaper, or, if they are hosted
on separate sites, cross-promoted with the
legacy media brand. And blogs must be
contextually organized in a way that enables
readers to find what they want in a hurry and
make connections with authors and other
readers who share their interests.

Of course, in order for readers to find blogs from
both newspaper and non-newspaper writers, it's
imperative that the URLs be intuitive.
Unfortunately, newspapers tend to give their
blogs non-intuitive URLs only tangentially
connected with the newspaper, such as:

http://projects.washingtonpost.com/local-
blogdirectory/

http://www.indystar.com/section/OPINIONT
http://blog.seattlepi.nwsource.com/reader.asp
http://www.statesman.com/news/content/stand

ing/sitelife_blogs_fag.html
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And the winner in the blog obfuscation

sweepstakes:

http://www.desmoinesregister.com/apps/pbcs.d|
|/section?category=PluckPersona&U=ea20d3511a
8416ab0dd09e30c2d84b6&plckPersonaPage=BI
ogViewPost&plckUserld=ea20d35191a8416ab0dd
09e30c2d84b6&plckPostld=Blog%3aea20d35191
a8416ab0dd09e30c2d84b6Post%3afcbb16fb-
dcdi-4fc4-ad230aebl2e3a212&plckController=
PersonaBlog&plckScript=personaScript&plck
Elementld= personaDest

Obviously, for community members to see a
paper's blogs as serving a leadership function,
they need to be able find them first. Look at the
URLs given bloggers on the Huffington Post, a
leading destination for news readers:

http://www.huffingtonpost.com/michael-jones
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/john-cusack

Simple, intuitive and branded.

As noted earlier, the vast majority of blogs
published by newspaper websites are written by
reporters and columnists. Most use their blogs to
add additional detail to stories run in the
newspaper's print or online editions. Given that
the print newspaper has a limited amount of
space and blogs do not, perhaps this approach is
understandable. But is it the most effective way
to interact with the online community?

Reporter bloggers should use their online forums
to initiate conversations with their readership,
writing short entries on topics that the
community will find engaging. A blog is a social
media platform. You know it's achieving its
purpose when you can see evidence of social
behavior, of conversation, of engagement. You
know it has minimal value when you see no
comments.

And bloggers must respond to comments. Far too
often comments on stories or blogs initiate
conversations  (or flame wars) between
community members, while the reporter who
started the conversation through the story or
blog sits on the sidelines, out of the line of fire. If
newspapers want to lead an online community,
they must engage in discourse with their
readership.

An interesting example of bloggers stepping out
to lead an online community themselves, and not
waiting for a newspaper to take on the leadership
role, is theblogpaper, the United Kingdom's first
user-generated newspaper. The paper was born
from theblogpaper.co.uk, a news community

which allows anyone to publish written and visual
work online. Through rating and commenting
functionality, the theblogpaper community defines
what content gets promoted to the front pages of
the website, and, as of October 2009, printed in a
free weekly publication distributed in and around

train stations across London.
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One of the most compelling mediums for interaction
between news reporters and members of an online
community is chat, the process whereby users of the
Internet engage in real-time conversations using
their computers. While the Internet offers a large
number of chat channels, including those which
support general conversations on broad topics,
newspapers have fared better with chats devoted to
a specific topic. The Washington Post offers

“Live Q&A" sessions through its website that enable
chat-like conversations not only with reporters and

columnists of the newspaper,
but with nonnewspaper
subject matter experts, U.S.
governmental officials and
figures from pop culture. The
chats are scheduled well in
advance, with the schedule
available online, and
participants can submit their
questions before or during the
chat sessions. The Q&A
session typically focus on one
specific story or one specific
topic, enabling far better

To effectively serve the
goal of online community
leadership in a way that
drives the
brand, blogs must be
incorporated into the main
website of the newspaper,
or, if they are hosted

on separate sites,
cross-promoted with the
legacy media brand.

ne\

engagement with readership than would be achieved

through more generalized chats.

The website also offers "“debates,” titled “On Faith"
(regarding religion and its impact on politics), “On
Leadership” (exploring leadership in the news),
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http://www.desmoinesregister.com/apps/pbcs.dll/section?category=PluckPersona&U=ea20d3511a8416ab0dd09e30c2d84b6&plckPersonaPage=BlogViewPost&plckUserId=ea20d35191a8416ab0dd09e30c2d84b6&plckPostId=Blog%3aea20d35191a8416ab0dd09e30c2d84b6Post%3afcbb16fb-
http://www.desmoinesregister.com/apps/pbcs.dll/section?category=PluckPersona&U=ea20d3511a8416ab0dd09e30c2d84b6&plckPersonaPage=BlogViewPost&plckUserId=ea20d35191a8416ab0dd09e30c2d84b6&plckPostId=Blog%3aea20d35191a8416ab0dd09e30c2d84b6Post%3afcbb16fb-
http://www.desmoinesregister.com/apps/pbcs.dll/section?category=PluckPersona&U=ea20d3511a8416ab0dd09e30c2d84b6&plckPersonaPage=BlogViewPost&plckUserId=ea20d35191a8416ab0dd09e30c2d84b6&plckPostId=Blog%3aea20d35191a8416ab0dd09e30c2d84b6Post%3afcbb16fb-
http://www.desmoinesregister.com/apps/pbcs.dll/section?category=PluckPersona&U=ea20d3511a8416ab0dd09e30c2d84b6&plckPersonaPage=BlogViewPost&plckUserId=ea20d35191a8416ab0dd09e30c2d84b6&plckPostId=Blog%3aea20d35191a8416ab0dd09e30c2d84b6Post%3afcbb16fb-
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/michael-jones
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/michael-jones
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/michael-jones

Website search functions

leads to useful results, and

"PostGlobal” (concerning global affairs) and “The
League” (on the NFL), that serve as ongoing forums
for Post reporters and readers to converse and
share content. These debate sections have dedicated
Post reporters assigned to them, ensuring that the
reporters stay engaged with the forums and
converse directly with contributors.

Creating new communities

As the ChicagoNOW experience illustrates, online
communities don't engage with products - even blog
products - that seem general and undifferentiated in
subject matter. But “niche" sites, or sections of the
main website that are dedicated to a specific topic,
can make for a rich community, especially if the topic
attracts passionate members who don't hesitate to
chime in online about it.

One of the 10 strategic imperatives outlined in 2006
by the Newspaper Association of America's NAA
Board Committee on Industrial Development was to
"pbuild robust new product/business development
capabilities to grow new revenue streams." Among
the recommendations to achieve this goal is to
develop products to reach niche audiences.

An example of such a niche product currently online
is the Pittsburgh Post-Gazette's Steeler Nation,
aimed at fans of the NFL team. Steeler Nation was
launched as a niche site two years ago so it would
have a clear home and wouldn't compete with news
content. (Before the
niche site, a different
version existed on

post-gazette.com.)
Steeler Nation has
headlines of Post-
Gazette stories about
the team, videos,
games, user-submitted
photos, forums, fight
song mp3s submitted by fans, player trading cards
and downloadable cheer cards and wallpaper. Steeler
Nation's momentum early on was largely viral
(although Super Bowl XLIII didn't hurt). The
newspaper did a lot of word-of-mouth marketing
when the niche site launched, such as sending out
cheer cards to local Steelers-related blogs. The site
regularly runs contests that aim to reach new users
and foster engagement. For example, one contest
called on users to submit fight songs, which people
voted on. The best ones became a permanent fixture
on the site. Another niche example is Cincinnati.
MomsLikeMe.com. Started by The Cincinnati
Enquirer in 2006 as cincymoms.com, it became
Cincy MomsLikeMe.com in October 2008 when

should make sure that
entering the term
©Twi t

not just to stories that
include that term.
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Gannett rolled out its national MomsLikeMe.com
network of sites. Cincy MomsLikeMe.com is a
community site driven by discussion forums.
Members can set up profile pages, send private
messages to other members, create new groups
and discussions, vote in polls, submit events,
upload photos and view members' recent activity.

Cross-promotion with the Enquirer's main
Cincinnati.com website (for example, a module
ran during the Christmas season of 2009 on
Cincinnati.com promoting Cincy
MomsLikeMe.com's “12 Days of Christmas Gab &
Grab") has helped to draw participants. Cincy
MomsLikeMe.com gets 1 million page views a
month, and it continues to be the highest traffic
leader in the MomsLikeMe.com network.

Twitter

In December 2009, the Bivings Group published a
study on the use of Twitter by U.S. newspapers.
Obviously Twitter has had an explosive growth as
a tool to quickly share information between
users, and Twitterers can grow from having a
tiny following to a massive audience in a matter
of days. Such a technology would seem to have
enormous potential for news organizations to use
Twitter accounts to interact with, and to grow,
their online communities.

The group designed their study to provide a
“snapshot” of each of the 100 U.S. newspaper's
Twitter presence by analyzing three
representative accounts for each paper (the main
account and, generally, the two
columnists/journalists/blogs  with the most
followers). Among the things the study examined
are whether newspapers link to their Twitter
accounts from their website, how often and the
manner in which the accounts are updated, and
whether newspapers are using their accounts to
interact with readers or to simply promote their
site content.

The study found multiple Twitter accounts for all
of the top 100 newspapers using common sense
searching techniques. However, only 62% of the
newspapers included links to at least one of their
accounts from their website. In many cases these
links were buried on the site and difficult to track
down. In addition, this means 38% of the
newspapers are actively using Twitter, but have
yet integrated their presence with their website
in even a minimal way.
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Only 56% of newspapers maintained a directory
of their Twitter accounts on their website. (For
newspapers that did so, many of these
directories were quite extensive, listing dozens of
accounts.)

The core of the study was to discover exactly
how the Twitter accounts were being used. Were
the accounts simply highlighting newspaper
content, or were they being used to by the paper
to hold a conversation with its readers? Were
newspapers using Twitter to deliver content to an
audience, or to interact with a community? Two
key findings:

A Many of the accounts the study looked at
rarely if ever interacted with other users by
replying to tweets. Indeed, 33% of the
accounts replied to users in less than 1% of
their tweets. 15% of the accounts had never
replied to another user's tweets. This indicates
that these papers are rarely reading or
reacting to the updates of people they follow.

A Similarly, many of the account rarely retweet-
ed other users. About 43% of the accounts
retweeted others in less than 1% of their
tweets. Roughly 23% of the accounts never
retweeted another user during the time period
of the study.

For newspapers to fully embrace Twitter and
better engage their communities, the homepage
of the newspaper’s website must prominently link
to the Twitter accounts of the paper and of the
paper's reporters. Newspaper websites should
include a staff Twitter directory page. Website
search functions should make sure that entering
the term “Twitter” leads to useful results, and
not just to stories that include that term.

Newspapers should establish a standard, logical
nomenclature for newspaper-associated
accounts. The Times-Picayune in New Orleans, in
particular, has done a good job with this,
identifying staff accounts by tacking a “TP" onto
the account's name. Doing this helps to keep the
paper's identity top of mind.

Perhaps most importantly, newspapers should
use Twitter to not only provide background and
personalize or clarify their stories - expanding
upon their articles, columns and blogs or
responding to followers' inquiries - but to identify
non-newspaper readers to participate in stories,
suggest ideas for new stories, and provide tips.
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Conclusion

In a report issued in 2009 by Gartner, U.S.
newspapers were found to not be making the best
usage of social media and user-generated content
to engage their readers.

“In the wake of the economic challenges facing the
U.S. newspaper industry, publishers are losing
focus on the crucial imperative of how to capitalize
on those consumers who remain loyal, engaged
online and print readers,” said Allen Weiner,
research vice president at Gartner.

“Brand-loyal news consumers need to be turned
into brand stewards who can wield their influence
to two parts of their social graph those who know
them personally, and those who regard the brand
stewards as tastemakers with similar points of
view."

To fully engage "brand stewards”, those readers
who can promote a newspaper's role as a leader in
an online community, newspapers must:

A Enable readers to submit user-generated con-
tent of all kinds, not just photographs. Video
especially can create an immediate and com-
pelling link between a paper and its readers.

A Get community members involved in the story
creation process, allowing them to submit story
ideas and even their own articles. (Add value to
this process by copyediting what your readers
write.)

A Allow reader comments on all stories, not just
non-controversial ones. Moderate these com-
ments to eliminate abusive comments that do
not serve your online community.

A Use Facebook and similar social networking tools
to widen the distribution of your content to your
community members.

A Organize blog content in vertical or contextual
ways. Allow non-newspaper writers seen as
leaders in specific online communities to have
their own blog pages. Incorporate blogs into the
paper's main website, or cross-promote separate
blog sites with the legacy media brand. Give blog
pages simple, intuitive, and appropriately
branded URLs. Encourage your blog writers to
interact with community members who comment
on their blogs.

A For newspaper staff bloggers, don't use blogs
simply to add more detail to stories already
published elsewhere on the website or print
product. Write blog entries that are an invitation
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tion to garner participation from your community Cross-promote  these microsites with the

members. newspaper’'s main website and print product.

A Investigate the use of chat, "live Q&A" or forum A Use Twitter accounts to integrate this booming
functionality to ensure a direct and real-time technology with your websites. Maintain an
conversation between readers and reporters. online directory of your Twitter accounts. Make

sure your reporters reply to Tweets from
readers. Establish a standard nomenclature for
Twitter accounts associated with the newspaper.
Use Twitter to gather story content and get
story ideas from readers.

A Create "niche" websites, dedicated to a specific
topic, to attract users who feel strongly about
the topic and want to participate.
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