new term was needed to counterpose to the dominant
framework, the disease model. Of course, simply recognizing
the existence of the disease model was a kind of progress in itself,
for when things are named they become thinkable, and so do
their alternatives. In this case, the alternative that eventually
emerged was called "holistic medicine," among other terms.
Holistic medicine, when it started, wasn't much of an "it." It
was more of a premise, a possible "it." The premise went like
this: If curing disease, treating illness and injury, was one way of
doing medicine, then maybe keeping people healthy, or helping
people maintain their own health, was a different way of doing
medicine. This different approach begins with the proposition
that health rather than disease is a doctor's primary concern.
And it recognizes that while doctors can cure disease, the
production of health is a job for patients and for the society as a
whole.
Those who began this way didn't know exactly what they
were doing. However - and this is the key point - they
grasped that, in order to discover what holistic medicine was,
they would have to begin talking and acting as if this thing
called holistic medicine already existed. The "as if" approach
brought results. Today, holistic medicine means some very
important things: careful attention to nutrition and diet, an
emphasis on exercise and stress reduction, preventive care during
critical periods like pregnancy, and a general quest for healthier
ways to live. The idea of an HMO - a health maintenance
organization - owes something to the holistic approach.
And it is not only the champions of holistic medicine, the
believers, who support this approach. Almost everyone in
America who pays attention to public discourse - everyone
who reads the "living" section of the newspaper - realizes the
importance of healthier living, including doctors who would
never call their own approach holistic. In a sense, then, holistic
medicine has succeeded by losing its name, by becoming just
good medicine, part of sound practice in the field.
Of course, the disease model of medicine has not gone away.
It has too much cash value, as William James would have said.
Where would heart surgeons be without the disease model? But

Holistic medicine,
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there's now a challenger in the field, a different way of thinking
about medicine that started as a premise and evolved into a
practice - a practice that helped change American medicine.
Like holistic medicine, public journalism wants to begin in a
different place. Rather than starting with the ruptures and
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breakdowns that make for news, it asks about the conditions that
allow for a healthy public life. And it rejects as too limiting a
disease model of community life, in which things become
interesting only when they begin to break down. But just as an
initial focus on health, rather than disease, didn't mean that
doctors would stop treating the sick and injured, neither does an
emphasis on the political health of the community mean that
journalists should ignore the conflicts and ailments that
inevitably occur in public life. But by beginning in a different
place, public journalists end up with a wider view of their
responsibilities.
As Davis "Buzz" Merritt puts it in the subtitle of his book,
Public journalism and Public Life, "telling the news is not

healthy public life.

enough." There's also the job of improving the community's
capacity to act on the news, of caring for the quality of public
dialogue, of helping people engage in a search for solutions, of
showing how a community might grapple with - and not only
read about - its problems. None of this requires a radical
departure from traditional First Amendment notions. As one
journalist from the Norfolk Virginian-Pilot said about the idea of
listening carefully to citizens, "This is not exactly an epiphany."
True enough. But neither was good nutrition. There was
nothing "new" about the notion that diet shapes health. But
emphasizing diet was a departure from what medicine had
become under the influence of the disease model. At the time,
there weren't even nutrition courses in most medical schools, just
as there are no journalism courses now in how public life works.
Let's be clear about this: Just as the "new" approach to
medicine could easily be seen as a return to traditional notions of
care - indeed, to ancient wisdom about the body - so can
public journalism be seen as a return to traditions in journalism
that stress public service and a vital connection to the commu
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nity. There's no epiphany here. But there is a departure from

what journalism has become, from the disease model of political
life.
Another parallel: Just as doctors and nurses cannot by
themselves keep people healthy, so it is with public journalists.
They cannot by themselves create a healthy public climate.
Many others must do their part. And so, implicit in the idea of
public journalism is the need for new kinds of relationships
between journalists, citizens, and other potential actors in public
life.
W hat we're really after is something Gene Patterson, former
editor of the St. Petersburg Times, called "whole journalism."
That's what Buzz Merritt is getting at when he says "telling the
news is not enough." A whole journalism would not stop at
exposing ills and ailments; it would also focus on creating a
healthy public climate. A whole journalism would nor equate
politics with government and its misdeeds; it would see public
problem solving as the best definition of the political sphere, and
it would ask how this sphere could be made to work better.
A whole journalism would not simply inform the public; it
would realize that the climate of public discussion is often
shaped by the press, by the flux and flow of media attention, and
it would take responsibility for this formative power. A whole
journalism would not pretend that toughness, fairness, and a
powerful crap detector are virtues enough for the mature
journalist; it would also cultivate a respect for ordinary life, for
the common sense of concerned citizens, and for the public
square as the place where we all get to join in the drama of
democracy.
We don't have a whole journalism yet. That's our problem.
In fact, the dream of a whole journalism is coming apart as the
mass audience fragments and the media universe expands. So
this quest may never succeed. But if anyone wants to know what
public journalism is fundamentally about, it's about trying to
make journalism whole again by stressing those things that have
been left out, neglected, or not allowed co shine in the busy
environment of the American newsroom: things like civic partic
ipation, deliberative dialogue, cooperative problem solving,
taking responsibility for the place where you live, making
democracy work.
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"whole journalism."

If public journalism one day loses its name, becoming "just
good journalism," it will have succeeded. We will gladly accept
imitation over flattery. And we don't care if public journalism is
old or new. We don't care if it's considered radical or traditional.
We don't even care if it's called public journalism. We're after
results, not recruits. Which is to saywe're pragmatists, focused
on what works but also working within a certain focus: a
concern for the future of public life without which, we believe,
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In the four years since this movement first emerged, I have
had to reflect on a flaw in my own approach. Public journalism,
as I said earlier, is about accepting a wider view of a journalist's
responsibilities. Ask almost anyone who has tried it, and they'll
say that it's harder than conventional journalism. For example,
starting where citizens start, allowing news coverage to reflect
their concerns, takes more time and thought than hitching
yourself to experts and officials. In any sphere of life when
people get more responsibilities, but not more power, they get
mad. If power without responsibility is a formula for arrogance,
then responsibility without power is a formula for frustration.
So here was the flaw in my own approach. As I see it, my job
is to make vocabularies; that's pretty much all I do. I try to get
better at talking about public journalism. But as I talked a lot
about wider responsibilities, I did not speak much of additional
powers. Perhaps I was creating a formula for frustration, I
thought. But what can I, a college professor, do to supply the
press with additional power? W hen in doubt, a sage once said,
draw a distinction; a good distinction can get you out of almost
any jam. So I distinguished between two ways of supplying
power. One is to give people in journalism more power, which I
cannot do. The other is to make more visible the power they
already have. That, I thought I could do.
What follows is a thought experiment: an attempt to give
public journalism some of the power it needs to do what it does.
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The experiment relies on a professor's only real power source: the

resource of clarity, of giving names to things so the things can be
reckoned with, made more visible. For what is visible can be
handled by our collective intelligence, and that is my aim here.
First, I need to say something about the existing vocabulary
for describing the power of the press. W hat is the conventional
view of press power? I asked myself that question, and here's
what resulted:
The conventional view of press power

The press can:
+ Bring key facts to light and raise consciousness
+ Focus public attention
+ Uncover abuses, act as a watchdog
+ Ask the right (i.e. the "tough") questions
+ Recommend courses of action

+ Distribute praise and blame
+ "Afflict the comfortable; comfort the afflicted"
And here are the terms I want to add:
A revised vocabulary of press power

Journalists participate in:
+ Defining their dominion
+ The art of framing

+ The capacity to publicly include
+ The positioning effect
+ Shaping a master narrative
Defining dominion. The founders of holistic medicine

understood that doctors had a power they were not quite

acknowledging. In fact, all professions have this power, if they
enjoy any degree of autonomy. It's the power to define the
problem you will regard as real and claim responsibility for.
That's what the disease model did. It limited the problem the
medical profession chose to own. It said: We cure the sick and
heal the injured, so come to us when you're ill or hurt. The
alternative model, holistic medicine, defined the problem in a
different way. It said: We keep people healthy, so come to us, as
we'll come to you, for help in maintaining your own health.
Any profession that cannot define its own dominion lacks

•

real autonomy - indeed, lacks power. As a tenured professor, I
have a great deal of freedom to define the problem that my own
work will address. Thus, my interest in public journalism. But
consider a high school teacher in any school system in America.
She is constantly having her own dominion defined for her by school boards, parents, and society's expectations. It is we

Any profession
that cannot define
its own dominion
lacks real
autonomy
indeed, lacks
power.

who say to her: Here's the problem you shall regard as real.
The press is still powerful enough to define its own
dominion, especially when it comes to reporting and comment
ing on public life. Granted, there are real limitations of time and
space, limitations of readers and viewers, limitations of economic
necessity. No one should minimize these. But they do not
eliminate the power of dominion that makes journalism a
relatively autonomous profession, as compared, say, to high
schoolteachers. That's one thing that freedom of the press
means.
If journalists have the power to define their own dominion,
how should they define it? W hich problems should they regard
as real? Public journalism tries to address this question directly,
by asking journalists to include in their dominion the problem
of making public life go well.
Let's look at the answer some journalists in Norfolk gave
when they asked themselves: How should we define our
dominion? There, a group of reporters and one editor responsi
ble for public affairs coverage were designated the public life
"team" and asked to devise a mission statement. After some
bloodletting, this is what they arrived at:
We will revitalize a democracy that has grown sick
with disenchantment. We will lead the community to
discover itself and act on what it has learned. We
will show how the community works or could work,
whether that means exposing corruption, telling citizens
how to make their voices heard, holding up a fresh
perspective, or spotlighting people who do their jobs
well. We will portray democracy in the fullest sense of
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the word, whether in a council chamber or cul-de-sac.
We do this knowing that a lively, informed, and most of

all, engaged public is essential to a healthy community
and to the health of these newspapers.
Notice, first, the emphasis on health in the last sentence.
What this statement does is define the problems the Norfolk
team will regard as real - and really theirs: Disenchantment
with public life -yes, that's our problem. Inactive citizens we agree: that's our problem. A narrow portrayal of democracy
- we'll address that problem, and so on.
So here's a power journalists don't always admit to using: the
power to redefine their own dominion. Obviously this power
can be abused; that's how we know it's real. When the press
steps in and decides to run truth boxes that examine campaign
ads, it is redefining its dominion, adding a new responsibility:
the power to police the advertising discourse. No one considers
this an abuse of power because it is done in the name of truth, a
widely held value. There's an important lesson here: Any redefi
nition of the journalist's domain must be grounded, not in
professional prerogatives, but in public values. That's why the
philosophy of public journalism stresses things like civic partic
ipation, public conversation, cooperative problem solving.
These are not professional norms or journalistic conventions;
they're part of a vision of democracy that citizens can be invited

Any redefinition of the
journalist's domain
must be grounded, not

to share with journalists.
The art of framing. Imagine a story about the crack trade in
any big city neighborhood. There are a number of ways of
telling this story. The most common way would be to view the
crack trade from a police or crime perspective. Here, you would

in professional
prerogatives, but in
public values.

focus on the complaints of neighbors, the attempts by cops to
shut down the dealers, the drug murders, the arrests and convic
tions, and so on. A very different way of telling the story would
be to view the crack trade as a neighborhood business. Here,
you would describe how the business is run, the way decisions
are made, the various interests involved, the relationship between
this business and the rest of the neighborhood.
Now, which is the "right" way to understand the crack trade?
Clearly, there is no simple answer to this question, although
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some may want to pretend that there is. The crack trade is a
police problem, but it is also a business. Equally good, equally
accurate, equally true stories can be told from each of these two
perspectives. To put it another way, the two stories get at
different truths. And this is the power of framing. To frame a
story is to select the relevant context by focusing attention on
some things but not others. It is also to picture the action in a
certain way - the crack trade as a crime story, the crack trade
as a business.

Framing is one of
the most powerful
and subtle things
journalists do.

Framing is one of the most powerful and subtle things
journalists do. To understand why, we can look at the values that
lie embedded in framing decisions. When the crack trade is
treated as a crime story, the values of lawfulness and public safety
create the story. Social values are being violated, and that's what
makes the crack trade "news." In viewing the crack trade as a
business, we have to recognize that the people who sell crack are
upholding certain social values, even as they violate others. For
example, they start at the bottom and rise through hard work.
T hey have to be on time; they have to be organized. They work
in teams and respect hierarchies. Most of all, they learn about
money. So while the crime story emphasizes the violation of
certain social values, the business story emphasizes the acceptance
of other social values. This is why framing matters. It shapes the
way we view things. T he dealer who looks like a criminal in one
portrait, emerges as an entrepreneur in another. Which is not to
say he's not a criminal - only that "criminal" does not describe
everything of note here.
Journalism schools don't teach this, but it's nonetheless true:
Facts can't tell you how they want to be framed. Journalists
decide how facts will be framed, and that means making
decisions about which values will structure the story. We do not
have a coherent philosophy that instructs the uncountable acts of
framing that occur in daily journalism. What we have instead
are certain rituals of framing: the way everyone does it. The
abortion story that quotes pro-lifers and their opponents is an
example of a framing ritual. It stresses the value of conflict. It
says, through conflict we can know the truth; or it says, get both
sides and decide for yourself because that's how political debate

works. The very idea of getting "both" sides, of there being two
sides to every story (rather than three or four), the overwhelming
preference for "two-ness" in journalism is itself a powerful
framing ritual.
One of the best ways of understanding journalism is to have
it done to you. That certainly goes for acts of framing. In the
American Journalism Reviews first feature on public journalism,

One of the best ways

the magazine had to decide how to frame the phenomenon.

of understanding

Here's the result:

journalism is to have
it done to you.

Adherents of the fast-growing movement say news
organizations must listen to their audiences and play
more active roles in their communities if they are
to flourish. Bue nonbelievers worry it will hurt credibil
ity by turning the media into a player rather than
a chronicler.
This is an accurate enough summary. The facts are more or
less correct. Note, however, how the story divides the journalism
world into believers and nonbelievers, and suggests that what's at
stake is the "flourishing" of news organizations. As Buzz Merritt
later pointed out in a letter to the AJR editor, we think what's at
stake is the flourishing of democracy and public life. To us,
that's what public journalism is about. By framing the story as
one of media survival, the reporter took a derivative concern, an
element in public journalism, and made it the primary concern,
the definition of public journalism.
Of course, Alicia Shepard, who reported the piece, is under
no obligation to see things the way we do. She's an independent
intelligence creating an independent account, exercising her
right to frame things the way she sees them. And so public
journalism emerges in her treatment as a religious cause, with
believers shouting a gospel and nonbelievers warning of doom.
It could have been seen as a conversation within journalism,
with participants asking certain questions that invite other
participants to reply. These two ways of framing the phenome
non - religion on the one hand, conversation on the other are both supportable by the facts. Choosing between them is an
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dialogue, public problem solving; the values of inclusion, civic
responsibility, cooperative and complementary action; the values
of caring for the community, taking charge of the future,
overcoming the inertia of drift; finally, the value of hope,
understood as a renewable resource. These are things public
journalism is "for," and as a philosophy it doesn't apologize for
that stance.
The art of framing is to find a way of telling our collective
story that gives these democratic values their due - without

I hesitate to put it

artificially injecting them where they have no truthful place,
without ignoring or slighting in any way the facts that contradict
these values. We don't know yet how this art should be
practiced. We don't even know if we've got all the values right.
We're making it up as we go along, which is what the spirit of

so bluntly,
but here it is:
Acknowledging
the ubiquity, the

experiment demands. Public journalism means asking: How are
we framing this story, and how should we frame it, if we want to
fortify public life, civic participation, deliberative dialogue? My
claim is that this question - how should we frame things? - is
an empowering question. It has pragmatic value; it helps us do

everydayness,
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gut-level issue of

our work.

intellectual
honesty.

The capacity to publicly include. I've borrowed this term

from the communication scholar Michael Schudson, who writes
of the journalist's "capacity to publicly include." What he means
is that a significant power the press owns is to decide who (or
what) will be visible in the frame. When the story of public life
is told, who gets the prominent roles and who is rendered
invisible? This is really an aspect of framing, but I have given it
a separate heading because the power to include is so basic to
what we mean by democracy.
During the Persian Gulf War, I noticed the following
pattern in televised discussions of the war. The people from
whom the networks sought commentary were virtually all the
same people - retired military men and academic specialists
who commanded technical expertise. The capacity to publicly
include was being used in a particular way. The result unintentional, perhaps, but effective - was to define the war
as the province of experts, and to uphold the importance of a
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difference between hitting the target and being the target is, I

think you'll agree, a significant one, and this is what I mean in
saying that journalists arrange our encounter with the public

world.

News stories position us in a wide variety of ways - as
spectators or as participants, as insiders or as outsiders, as voters,

as consumers, as fans, as victims, as celebrants, as sentimentalists.

Take the sort of story we commonly call a "tear jerker.': It puts
us in the position of the jerkee, the one from whom tears are
pulled.
Although the positioning effect is routine in journalism, it

escapes the sort of discussions that typically go on in newsrooms.

When have you ever heard one editor say to another, "Wait a

minute, how are we positioning readers here, as what sort of
people, doing what sort of things?" T he ritual of balance tries to
avoid the positioning effect. The perfectly balanced story says:

Take your own position, we won't determine one for you. Of
course, it's not that simple. What the "balanced" story often
does is position people as helpless spectators to a bitter and

unresolvable dispute, leaving no middle ground, no room for

ambivalence, no place where many of us might want to stand.
So positioning is unavoidable, and again, I believe it's a

matter of intellectual honesty to admit this fact and grapple with
the consequences. I am not saying, by the way - and I want to
be clear about this - that the news is inevitably biased by the
opinions or feelings of journalists. I am not saying that since
bias is inevitable, we might as well be up front about it. I am

definitely not saying that traditional concerns about fairness,

balance, and neutrality can be downplayed. On the contrary, I
think those issues are central to public journalism.

Public journalism actually strives for a deeper level of fairness

by taking note of the power of framing, by its willingness to say,
"Wait a minute: How are we positioning people here?" And by

asking: How should we be positioning people? Again, we don't
know the answer to this question, but it might go something like
this. When journalists position people, as they inevitably will,
they ought to place them as often as possible in the position of
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the story that produces all the other stories; or, to put it another
way, the Big Story that lends coherence and shape to all the little
stories journalists tell. In the Bible, the master narrative - the
story that produces all the other stories - is the theme of
creation and redemption, or the fall from grace and search for
salvation. A master narrative is not a particular story journalists
write; it is the story they are always writing when they tell the
stories they typically tell.
In election coverage, the master narrative is usually winning,
despite the endless critiques that have been made of horse race
coverage. Winning the race is what the campaign is assumed to
be about, and so most of the stories concern who's winning, how
they're winning, why they're winning, and so on. In political
science classes at every university in this country, freshmen and
sophomores learn what democratic politics is about, according to
the master narrative many of their professors employ. In this
story, politics is government and government decides who gets
what. Therefore, to study politics is to analyze the factors that
determine who gets what in the marketplace of democracy,
which is crowded with interest groups fighting it out.
One more example: In White House coverage, the master
narrative is shaped by a tendency first noticed by political
reporter Sidney Blumenthal - the notion of a "permanent
campaign." Here, the assumption is that politics is a continuous
election; the President is always trying to win votes, his
opponents are always tryi,ng to thwart him. The President's
approval rating tells us who's winning the continuous election.
As the story gets told and retold this way, the approval rating
takes on magic significance - more significant, at times, than
the President's words or deeds, or even the state of the nation.
Which is merely to say that master narratives matter.
Clearly, the permanent campaign is a particular way of
looking at politics; that is, it's a kind of framing. What I'm
emphasizing here is the productive power of the master
narrative, the way it generates an almost limitless supply of
stories that add up to one Big Story-the story of the President
struggling to remain popular. What can you do with the idea of
the master narrative? What's the cash value, as William James
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candidates (and journalists) respond.
Doing public journalism means asking yourself: How are we
defining our dominion here, which problems are we willing to
own? It means asking yourself: How are we framing the story of
public life, and what values lie embedded in our framing
decisions? It means thinking carefully about your capacity to
publicly include, asking yourself tough questions not only about
who gets a voice and a place in the news, but in what capacity
are people invited in - as citizens of the whole or as quote
machines? Public journalism means asking yourself, "How are
we positioning people here, and how can we invent new ways of
positioning them as citizens?"
Public journalism is about improving the master narrative, so
that it produces good stories that simultaneously tell the truth
about public life and create more space for citizens. How do we
tell the story of this community in a manner that invites citizens
to see their stake and join in the story as informed participants?
That's the challenge for public journalism as a narrative art.
That's what I've tried to do in fashioning the tale I've told
here. I've tried to give the story of public journalism an open
quality - emphasizing that there's a lot we don't know yet. I've
tried to make the story both descriptive of where we are and

The election
[coverage] in
Charlotte ...

suggestive of where we need to be. I've tried to be a good
pragmatist, by focusing on the use value of these ideas, what we

positioned people
as discussants

can do with them. I've tried to suggest a lot of different entry

rather than

points into public journalism, so that if one doesn't work for

complainers, as

you, another might. I've tried to lend some coherence to what
we're doing - suggesting a kind of master narrative for public

participants on

journalism - without overdoing it, and giving the story an
artificial order that future developments will overturn. Finally,

many days before
election day.

I've cried to be as hopeful as I can while suggesting we have a lot
of difficult work ahead. In general, I 've tried to give the story
some of the qualities that will enable others - as well as myself
- to move it forward.
But of course I can't say whether I've succeeded at any of this.
That's something for readers to judge.
In closing, let me return to the "as if" approach. Walt
Whitman, perhaps our finest poet, once said, "The United States
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PUBLIC JOURNALISM:

WHERE IT HAs BEEN; WHERE IT Is HEADED
By Davis "Buzz" Merritt
In late 1994, I joined my friend Balbir Mathur for one of our
occasional lunches. A native of India and a successful American
entrepreneur, Balbir has spent the last decade on a modest
personal quest: relieving world hunger. His approach to the
problem is enriched by a combination of Eastern vision and
hard-nosed Western entrepreneurialism. His charitable
organization, Trees for Life Inc., has planted millions of fruit
trees in underdeveloped countries and provided materials to
teach people in those countries how to use the trees for food,
building and clothing materials, and income.
He was aware of my quest, of four years at that point, to try
to change the nature of journalism, and after we ordered lunch
he asked, "How's it going?"
"Fine," I said.
"You've been at this for three or four years.Are you seeing
any progress?"
"Oh, yeah," I said. "There's...."
"That's too bad," he interjected.
"What do you mean, Balbir?"
"If this is important change," he said softly, "if it's really
fundamental and you've been at it only three or four years and
think you're seeing progress, then you're not asking all the right
questions and you're not looking in all the right places."
As I write this in 1997, I understand in ways I could not
have understood on that day the wisdom of his advice, and I
relate the story to underscore the truth of his point about
fundamental, cultural change, for that is the nature of public
journalism.
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In 1990, a number of emerging trends and individual

The nature of that experimentation has evolved. The first
iterations were in massive reporting projects aimed at specific
problems within communities, such as The Wichita Eagles
''People Project: Solving It Ourselves" in 1992; The Charlotte
Observers "Taking Back Our Neighborhoods" in 1994, and The

Kansas City Stars continuing "Raising Kansas City" series. These
were useful models of one way of doing public journalism and
resulted in the idea becoming closely associated with projects,
including the resource expense of such projects. 2
However, if public journalism is to fulfill its goal of helping

reengage people in public life, it must be more than an
occasional major project; it must be reflected in the everyday

work that journalists do. The reason lies in the reality that much
of what Americans know of public life is learned through the
view of it that everyday journalism provides. If the journalism

Much of what
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that everyday
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they see positions them as spectators to a public life that is
beyond their influence, at least two possibilities exist: public

provides.

life is in fact beyond their reach, or the view being projected by
journalism is flawed, inaccurate, and incomplete. People
interested in public journalism believe the latter to be the case
and are trying to find ways compatible with most traditional
journalistic values to present a more complete and accurate view.
It is in the habits and reflexes of everyday journalism that
change is most needed and its particulars are most elusive at
this point in the philosophy's development. Some important
principles, however, are being developed and ways found to
apply them in "routine" coverage.
They include:
Reevaluating the use of polar conflict as a primary narrative
device. While conflict over ideas is a natural and useful
beginning point for the democratic process, the realization of
democracy resides not in the conflict itself but in resolution of
conflict. Resolution almost always is found not at the bipolar
extremes but in democratic consent in middle ground. The
journalistic convention is to frame issues at the extremes, a

practice thought to interest readers and certainly a practice that
entertains journalists. Such superficial framing, however,
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Any broad idea
for cultural
change takes on
a life of its own
as more and
more minds
apply themselves
to it.

decided to write a column about public journalism. He called
me and asked, "What is your agenda for the city of Wichita?"
"I have no agenda," I responded.
"But in public journalism, the newspaper sets the agenda for
the community doesn't it?"
"No, I don't know what you mean."
His next few questions indicated that his misperceptions were
based on one early West Coast experiment that was labeled as
public journalism and on an underresearched article in one
journal.
"Look," I finally said, "if you want to know what I think
public journalism is about, I've just published a book; it's short,
130 pages or so, and you can read it in a couple of hours. It's
published just across the river in New Jersey and I'll have a copy
on your desk in the morning."
"No, thank you," he replied crisply, and his column on The
New York Times op-ed page was both dismissive of and
misinformed about the idea.
Such events, and there have been dozens, have led me to
note, sorrowfully, that "public journalism has had journalism
done to it." When I say that to groups of nonjournalists, they
chuckle and nod in apparent understanding; when I say that to a
group of journalists, they simply blink.
Where We Are Headed

Tracing the history and evolution of an idea is a daunting,
perhaps impossible, task, and at any rate not an essential task for
our purposes. Any broad idea for cultural change takes on a life
of its own as more and more minds apply themselves to it. Some
attempts to apply change head down dead ends or into territory
that is uncomfortable for others. Certainly that has been the case
for me, as some experiments have gone beyond where I would
go; but such is the nature of experimentation. If one knew in
advance the answers and all the possible outcomes, experimenta
tion and the risks it brings would not be necessary.
Some experiments, to my mind, have deserved the criticism
heaped on them, but the interesting and encouraging thing
about the public journalism idea is that it still exists and is
growing despite the best shots of its critics. T hat fact, after seven
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difficult to understand is that it sounds so similar to what you're
[already] doing. Reporters say, 'Yeah, right, I do that."'
How do public journalism routines differ from other
practices? What kinds of stories distinguish civic journalism from
"just good journalism?" How might journalists change coverage
routines to show what citizens do? In newsrooms where
"citizenship" is often a more elusive concept than it might seem,
it's a challenge to show the difference between residents and
citizens, especially when a story without citizens is essentially
accurate, good enough for Page IA.

Patterns from the past shaping journalism of the present
Public journalism emerged in a climate of criticism, as the
public at large and journalists themselves began to question the
profession, its business interests, and its role in civic life. The
critiques centered, essentially, around three dynamically linked
forces that had come to drive the practice of journalism in the
late twentieth century: economic factors, a change in professional
cultures, and questions of effectiveness. As key elements in the
rise of public journalism, these developments continue to color
the discussion, and in some cases feed misunderstandings that
lead to a knee-jerk dismissal of the movement.
A sense of crisis opened the door to public journalism in the
late 1980s, when journalists began to admit that downward
trends in readership and circulation were an ongoing industry
force, not a sociological blip driven by the baby boom's youth.
The resulting financial pressures were a stark contrast to the
growth period in the 1970s and early 1980s, when resources for
news gathering increased as the industry consolidated: morning
and evening papers merged and large media companies bought
local news outlets.
Along with gains from economies of scale, corporate
acquisitions brought new standards, methods, and faces into
local newsrooms. Market research for the first time was used to
study the "news product," marking the entree of analytic data
and consumer preferences into editorial practice. This was a
notable change in routines, both driven by and developed out of
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the changing character of newsroom staffs. Where journalistic
instinct and the gut judgment of editors and reporters with long
standing ties to the community once drove content, now staffs
were more transient and standards more outcome based.
In the last half of the 1980s, the term "customer" became
ubiquitous in the news business; media companies made it a goal
to improve return by giving consumers what they said they
wanted. Using "customer" in reference to members of the
community emphasized a producer-consumer relationship
between journalists and members of the community. If
community members were customers, what were journalists?
Sales staff? Marketers? Suspicions about this orientation toward
readers -·and the underlying implication that journalists were
merely purveying a commodity - laid the groundwork for both
the development of public journalism and lingering resistances
to it.
At the same time the news business was changing, public life
continued to deteriorate. The cynicism bred by the Vietnam War
and political corruption reverberated, rather than quieting with

A market research
study by media

time. Social trends toward isolation and fragmentation
accelerated. Communities - local, state, and national - failed
to grapple with ongoing problems, as sound bites and spin
doctors replaced public deliberation and nuanced reporting.

conglomerate
Knight-Ridder, Inc.
couched a new
response, showing a
correlation between
newspaper
readership and
sense of connection

Journalists began to question whether they were playing a role
in the deterioration of public life. They started asking how they
might reinvigorate their profession, moving it closer to its ideals.
·A market research study by media conglomerate Knight-Ridder,
Inc. couched a new response, showing a correlation between
newspaper readership and sense of connection with the
community. People who had strong ties to community life more than just consumers - were more than twice as likely to
subscribe; subscribers were more likely to play larger roles in their

with the community.

communities. 3
In response, Knight-Ridder's then-CEO James Batten began
to champion the importance of addressing readers as citizens, not
just as consumers. "If we can help revitalize our communities by
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cracking through the apathy and indifference, we keep faith with
the Founding Fathers and, at the same time, look after our own

important interests. "4 People wanted to know how to make
better decisions in their communities, he suggested; they weren't
just reading for diversion. The difference was as important for
t_he journalists as for the people they served. As citizens, people
have rights, responsibilities, and identities well beyond those of
consumers. In relation to them, journalists are much more than
salespeople or entertainers.
By serving citizens, journalists can play a role in democracy,
public journalism advocates believe, thus restoring a professional
purpose that is undermined when news is treated merely as one
more product in a consumer society. Few journalists garner
personal and professional satisfaction from "selling" newspapers.
That kind of satisfaction comes from the watchdog and informa

By serving citizens,
journalists can play a
role in democracy . . .
thus restoring a
professional purpose
that is undermined

tion-gathering roles - looking out for and reporting on the
interests of the citizens, as citizens themselves.

when news is treated
merely as one more

Stage one: Beyond the customer - helping citizens get started

product in a consumer

Regardless of the kind of critique that leads a journalist or a

society.

newsroom to interest in new practices, the conclusion is usually
"We need to do better." "Better" is usefully simplistic, because at
this point the journalist rarely has a conceptual foundation for
understanding the difference between the limited identity of
"reader" and the broader identity of "citizen." As a result,
"better" usually means providing more or a different kind of
information. Sometimes that's as simple as more citizens used as
sources in stories. Sometimes it's a new angle or frame of
reference; sometimes a move to offer solutions in coverage.
In such early attempts, public journalism work commonly
involves how-to tips for citizens: whom to call, where to send
questions, how to get involved, where to go to talk about an
issue. The work also often offers how-to advice by example,
citing solutions developed by communities facing similar
problems. Also typical at this point are plans for a new strategy
of contact with the public - more invitations to write or fax,
more phone numbers or e-mail addresses into the newspaper,
audiotext, more listings.
"Just bringing those voices in every day can really transform a
newsroom," said Mizell Stewart III, projects editor at the Akron
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The change can be a special challenge when demographic
differences between newsroom staffers and local residents
compound difficulties in understanding. Rising professional
standards in the industry over the past 20 years mean journalists
are on the whole better educated, and often earn higher incomes
than the community at large. Journalists may be further isolated
from their communities if newsroom staff are transients on a
career track, or if perceptions of conflicting interests serve to

Demographic differences
between newsroom

formally or informally discourage involvement in community

staffers and local

activities.

residents compound

To overcome the gap in understanding, journalists "have to
ask more questions," says Portland's Guttman.7 "When someone
says 'crime,' say, 'What do you mean by that?' It's more difficult.
We're so used to hit-and-run reporting - go in, get out, do the
story and you're on to something else. That's what's hard to

difficulties in
understanding . . .
journalists may be further
isolated from their

unlearn. In many ways we're addicted to that. We and the
government and the bureaucrats speak a common language, but
the public speaks its own language that doesn't necessarily click."

communities if newsroom
staff are transients on a

In Philadelphia, deputy editorial page editor Chris Sarullo
found himself baffled by the lack of community response to an
editorial page initiative that sought to bring together city and

career track, or if percep
tions of conflicting

suburban residents to tackle common problems.

interests serve to formally

"I was far more interested in the question of the modern
postwar suburb hitting middle age and whether in confronting

or informally discourage
involvement in

that, suburbs might find new political reasons to ally themselves
with cities," Sarullo said. 8 "I have written well-thought-out

community activities.

editorials and columns with beautiful turns of phrase and it
makes no difference to the population I'm trying to engage, the
suburbanite who says, 'The city of Philadelphia? To hell with
it."'
But after 80 community meetings and a new round of
invitations for input from the community, Sarullo began to
discover what he called "the first issue."
"They feel like the place they grew up has been stolen
from them," he said. Suburbanites who left Philadelphia say,
essentially, "You can talk all you want about economies of scale
and land-use planning, but don't you expect me to let the same
forces that stole my boyhood home come out here and do the
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back together with its community. That doesn't happen at a
given moment, but in leaps and bounds - and integrated
stages.
"Even long term, there's no silver bullet," Campbell said.
''You have to get 12 or 14 or 132 things right. You have to get
design, and data, and accuracy right, and you have to get the
public journalism. It isn't going to be one thing. It's everything,
and we're in a war zone all the time."
Lisa Austin is research director far the Project on Public Life and the Press.
A farmer award-winning reporter with The Wichita Eagle, she also has served
on the staffoffarmer Congressman Dan Glickman, now US.Secretary of
Agriculture, and worked as an arts administrator at two major museums.
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