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1: The second draft of history

On April 16 this year a 23-year-old man, Seung-Hui Cho, shot and killed 32 people at the Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University, better known as Virginia Tech. 

As the shootings were taking place students responded in the way they found most natural - by blogging, by taking footage using mobile phones, sending texts, instant messaging, using Flickr and Wikipedia
, and social networking services such as MySpace and Facebook
.

If you wanted to know what was happening at Virginia Tech you did not need a to pick up a newspaper; you did not need to watch television or listen to the radio; you didn’t even need to go on a news website.

Citizen journalism guru Dan Gilmor put it this way: “We used to say that journalists write the first draft of history… Not any longer.”

The first draft of history was being written by the people experiencing it.

We have seen glimpes of this before, of course, with blogs on September 11
; with mobile phone images during the July 7 bombings in London
; and video footage of the Asian tsunami
. 

But the Virginia Tech shootings are significant because they happened to the MySpace generation, and they took place on one of the most wired campuses in the world. 

And they give the clearest picture yet of just how much journalism is changing in the age of the blog.

As the MySpace generation ages and the world becomes increasingly ‘wired’ we can expect to see that type of comprehensive first-hand coverage becoming the norm.

And I think this is a symptom of a wider change that has come about with ‘Web 2.0’
.

Because whereas the internet – Web 1.0 – allowed organisations to bypass journalists and get their information direct to the public, now blogs and other social media are allowing the public to bypass journalists and get their information direct to each other. 

If journalism was a conversation that society had with itself, that conversation can now take place without journalists being involved at all.

And this begs the question as to what role the professional journalist has – if any – in a world full of publishers. 

Until now the typical response by journalists has been along the following lines: 

· Bloggers provide leads, but journalists provide verification. 

· Blogs provide information, but journalists provide filtration. 

· Blogs provide immediacy, but journalists can supply a deeper look. 

The problem with these arguments is that blogs actually do all these things well too. When the CBS programme 60 Minutes broadcast a story suggesting that president George W. Bush had disobeyed orders while serving in the National Guard, it was bloggers who challenged the authenticity of the documents it was based on
.

So verification isn’t the exclusive domain of journalists.

Nor is filtration. Blogs began as ‘best of’ lists of links
, and are widely used as a gateway to the best articles on a particular subject – my own blogs are, for instance, largely a pre-digested internet.

And as for providing a deeper look? Well when the news agenda moves on, or skims the surface, it is bloggers who look below the story and provide depth, particularly in niche or specialist areas. If I want analysis in the areas I’m interested in, I turn to the blogs, not the papers.

So, is there anything that journalists can do that bloggers can’t?

The question to ask is what the journalists have that bloggers don't. Some say access, but bloggers are increasingly gaining that access. Bloggers have been given press passes at the White House
, bloggers are being sent products for review… And when everything is online from government statements to research documents then anyone can report on the same materials. Blogging is also one of the best ways to build a great contacts book. 

So is it the ability to tell a story? Certainly not. Some of the best bloggers are winning book deals. Expertise? Individual journalists are unlikely to have the expertise on any given subject that one blogger who works in that area does. 

I would also disagree with those news executives who claim that their ‘brand’ is what sets them apart, because brands can be built online too – just look at Boing Boing or the Daily Kos.

The one thing that journalists have that bloggers don't is resources. Journalists have access to technology that most bloggers don't - they have access to manpower, to legal support, and they have access to time that the blogger with a full-time job doesn't have. But most importantly, they have access to large numbers of readers – for the moment at least.

Despite these advantages, newspapers have so far acted defensively, trying to take on bloggers at their own game, launching their own blogs, co-opting others, and cutting staff like they’re going out of fashion.

So what should they be doing?

What they should be doing is investing money in what the bloggers cannot do: investigative journalism, database-driven journalism, interactive journalism, and multimedia journalism.

And they should be investing in reader-driven forms such as wikis
 and crowdsourcing. (Wikis are webpages that anyone can edit and a particularly good way of drawing on reader knowledge; crowdsourcing is where readers help research a story).

I will return to these ideas later.

2: Private conversations taking place in public

First, I want to tackle why those students at Virginia Tech went to their blogs, and how it debunks a common misunderstanding of blogging.

I am often asked “Is blogging journalism” and my response is to ask some questions of my own: “is television journalism?” “Is radio journalism?” “Is paper journalism?”

Blogging is a platform. Blogs can contain journalism, and sometimes do, just as television can contain a range of content, including journalism. Even a newspaper can contain crosswords and classified ads. 

So let’s please stop treating blogs as anything other than one more medium.

People often dismiss blogs as ‘amateur publishing’ or ‘vanity publishing’, as if the amateur nature of blogs makes them inherently inferior to professional journalism. But professionalism has disadvantages, and blogs can be seen as a direct response to those disadvantages. 

Firstly, the professional journalist is part of a commercial operation, and this can mean that stories that are potentially commercially damaging for the publisher can be overlooked. 

Secondly, the professional journalist is bureaucratised: they are part of an organisational structure; a factory line. And this can result in high turnover of stories, lack of context, and an over-reliance on sources who supply regular copy, such as official departments and PR agents. It is famously remarked that PR people write more newspaper copy than journalists. 

Bloggers don't have these same pressures. So, for instance, bloggers can keep a story on the agenda when a professional news operation would have moved on. A good example of this would be the story in America where implicitly segregationist remarks made by senator Trent Lott quickly passed from the pages of the mainstream media - it was the consistent researching and development of this story on blogs that led the mainstream media to pick it up again and force the resignation of Trent Lott
.

So being an amateur does not make the blogger less able than a professional journalist, but simply different.

The second misunderstanding of blogging - as ‘vanity publishing’ - stems from a perception of publishing a blog as being the same as publishing a newspaper. 

It is not.

A journalist often publishes on subjects they have no personal interest in, and to an audience they have no personal connection with, because they are paid to. 

A blogger publishes on subjects they are interested in, to an audience they want to connect with, precisely because they are not paid to. Their payment is the social capital they build through communication.

In short, blogging is not about publishing at all. It is about conversation, and community.

Community is central to what we do as bloggers. We blog because we want to enter into a conversation with people interested in the same issues and ideas – global communities that may be around particular interests, faith, politics, music, sexual orientation, education, age. And this is particularly important when so many of us are displaced from our original place of birth.

And this is what Virginia Tech highlighted. When those students went on to MySpace and Facebook, when they sent text messages and instant messages, when they blogged what was happening 
,  they were taking part in a conversation among their peers. They were engaging in their communities. 

In short, it was a private conversation taking place in public.

And when journalists tried to enter into these conversations – some more clumsily than others - they were received like any gatecrasher, and told to learn some manners.

I’ll repeat that: when journalists approached the bloggers, often they were told to go away. The bloggers were not vanity publishers jumping at the chance for publication.

And I think the second issue to come out of Virginia Tech for blogging and journalism is around ethics. Traditionally if something was on public record then journalists considered it fair game. But when the MySpace generation lives their whole lives on record - from their favourite colour to the name of boyfriends and pictures of family, then is it still fair game? Is it ethical to read out a shooting victim’s MySpace profile on national news, as Channel 5 did in the UK? Or is this equivalent to reading out someone’s diary? Doorstepping may be as old as journalism, but when it is done in such a public way – digital doorstepping - news organisations have to be careful about their public image. There are some very fine judgements to be made, and blog literacy plays a big part.

In short, the rules of engagement between journalist and witness are changing, and this brings me on to my final point.

3: Learn to listen – help others to speak

In America journalists are only trusted by 39% of the population
. In the UK that figure is even lower: 16%
. 

We are a generation of people schooled in the tricks of the media. We know about spin. We no longer implicitly believe what we read, see or hear. 

We are a critical audience – and we can make our criticisms heard via blogs. We can challenge the veracity of what we read, and we can force news organisations to admit it.

The challenge for professional journalists is, firstly, to learn to listen, and secondly, to give a voice to those who are not part of the conversation. 

Help us if we don’t have blogs; help us to speak if we’re not online at all. Help us to speak factually, legally, and compellingly; and help us to speak loudly.

I am not suggesting that journalists do this out of charitable impulses, but rather because it is vital to their cultural – and therefore commercial – survival. There are some great stories out there waiting to be told, and journalists need to work harder if they still want to be part of the telling.

Blogs and social media present journalism with an opportunity to revitalise the fourth estate, to rebuild the trust it has lost, by involving the readers who have been turning off broadcast and print media, and rushing online.

Some technology magazines such as Wired are doing this already – allowing readers to write, comment on and even edit articles before they are published
. And national newspapers in the UK have started to launch MySpace-type areas where readers can create blogs and communicate with each other through the website
. 

But it’s crowdsourcing that sees readers as truly integral to the news process, and I want to end with a story about that. 

Last summer the News-Press in Florida began receiving complaints about utility prices. 

They asked their readers to help – a process called crowdsourcing - and the response overwhelmed them. People from all over the world helped. Retired engineers volunteered to analyse blueprints, accountants helped look at balance sheets, and “an inside whistle-blower leaked documents showing evidence of bid-rigging”
.

Wired reported that for six weeks the newspaper website generated more traffic to its website than "ever before, excepting hurricanes”. And “as a result of the story the city cut the utility fees by more than 30 percent, one official resigned, and the fees have become the driving issue in an upcoming city council special election.”
There was a notable quote from the publisher’s vice president for new media content:

“We've learned that no one wants to read a 400-column-inch investigative feature online. But when you make them a part of the process they get incredibly engaged."

In an age of supposed political disengagement this becomes particularly important.

And that’s what it’s about: engagement, not a broadcast. Whether you are a journalist, a blogger, a reader or all three, we are all part of a news industry that has the opportunity to truly empower its readership, to build on the shift that blogs have started. I’m very much looking forward to helping that happen. Thank you.
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