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Foreword

Four years ago, the Aspen Institute established the Conference on
Journalism and Society to address the rising level of concern about the
quality of journalism and new trends in the news business. This round-
table conference is a neutral forum for leading decision makers in jour-
nalism, business, and technology to address the influence of technology
and market pressures on the quality of journalism. It is designed to help
business and editorial leaders of the news media better understand how
they might leverage their leadership positions to enhance the contribu-
tions of the media to democracy and civic life.

This volume is the result of the Fourth Annual Aspen Institute
Conference on Journalism and Society, held at the Aspen Institute’s
Aspen Meadows campus in Aspen, Colorado, from August 23-25, 2000.
The conference was made possible by the generous sponsorship of the
Catto Charitable Foundation and the John S. and James L. Knight
Foundation. This publication includes the keynote address to the con-
ference, delivered as a public lecture by Peter C. Goldmark, chairman
and chief executive officer of the Paris-based International Herald
Tribune, and a report of the conference by independent journalist David
Bollier.

Previous Aspen Institute conferences in this series have yielded a
variety of suggestions for improving the quality of journalism during a
time of great change in the media. (A complete list of reports available
from previous years appears on page 57.) Many of the suggestions focus
on the role that enlightened leadership—whether in the news room, in
the executive suite, or at the board of directors level—can play in ensur-
ing the continued health and vitality of high-quality journalism. These
include a stronger emphasis on the importance of core values to the
mission of the organization, educating shareholders about the value of
quality journalism, improved communication between management
and journalists, and greater criticism and transparency within the jour-
nalism profession itself.

This volume continues the search for promising and innovative solu-
tions for adapting quality, independent journalism to the realities of the
changing marketplace. Peter Goldmark challenges the leaders of media
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vi OLD VALUES, NEW WORLD

enterprises to make their organizations more accountable for the quality
and independence of their journalism operations through several intrigu-
ing suggestions offered in his keynote address. Of particular note are his
ideas to raise oversight for the strength of the journalistic enterprise to
the board of directors level in a manner that is consistent with the ways
that many corporations manage compensation and financial audit func-
tions. His ideas receive further discussion in the report of the conference
by David Bollier, who very effectively describes the new media ecology—
that is, the emerging “complex portrait of competitive adaptation and
evolutionary change” taking place in the media. In his report, Bollier
conveys the sense of the meeting from his particular vantage point. It
should be understood that the arguements and conclusions of this
report do not necessarily reflect the view of individual participants list-
ed in the appendix, nor those of their employers.

As with many inquiries, the more we have sought to learn, the more
we have uncovered deeper, more complex issues to probe. With the
experience and support of our sponsors and the many committed indi-
viduals who contributed to the inquiry and dialogue in Aspen, the con-
ference has accumulated a record that we hope contributes to the
understanding and articulation of the challenges facing the leaders of
journalistic enterprises.
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Old Values, New World:

Harnessing the Legacy of

Independent Journalism for the Future

Peter C. Goldmark, Jr.

A keynote address delivered at the Fourth Annual Aspen Institute
Conference on Journalism and Society

I have watched the discussion in the United States about whether our
journalistic values are decaying. I have watched it from the United
States. And I have watched it for the past two years from Europe, from
a perspective that is not essentially European, but simply that of an
American based outside the United States.

This is an important debate. It is becoming, also, an old debate. As
the line from that wonderful old song in that wonderful old movie goes,
“the fundamental things apply.” The American tradition of journalistic
standards and independence is a strong one, a remarkable and a won-
derful one. The second half of the twentieth century—from the slow
arousal in the face of McCarthyism in the 1950's, through civil rights
and Vietnam, to the series of crises and political scandals carrying the
suffix “gate” and to the end of the 1990s—will emerge clearly as a grand,
long, and strong run in that tradition.

The tradition that the second half of the twentieth century exemplifies
so well is a remarkable tradition. The role of America in the world and the
prominence of her press in her political struggles and evolution have kept
the spotlight sharply focused on the American code of journalistic values.
Although it is by no means an exclusively American tradition, it is
strongest here, most acknowledged here, most clearly and firmly
anchored in our governing constitution and beliefs, more staunchly and
systematically defended by the judicial branch of government here.

Yet even here in America, it is fragile—more fragile than we under-
stand. Truly independent journalism is relatively new in human history.
Many of the traditions of democratic theory and governmental institu-
tions trace their origins back several millennia to the classical period. But
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the tradition of an independent press does not find its roots there. It is
much, much newer, and this has made the whole adventure both much
more exciting and much more precarious. How old is it at most—a cou-
ple of hundred years or less? 

It is also a very vulnerable tradition, as we are fated to discover again
and again. During the 1990s we experienced the euphoria of seeing dic-
tatorships around the world cede or crumble, from Prague to Pretoria,
from Santiago to Seoul. And now for many of those very same countries
in whose transition to new democratic forms we rejoiced, the future of
a free press is in doubt. And in some cases the forces that today cast
shadows of threat and intolerance over the exercise of an independent
press are the same forces that a few short years ago led the opposition
to prior tyranny. For human beings, power is a fascinating, addictive,
and somewhat hallucinatory elixir, and most seem happiest to praise
the virtues of an independent press when they are in the opposition.
The fundamental things apply.

One of the most important functions performed by the independent
press is to chronicle the travails of the press itself in these new democ-
racies. This reporting is undertaken, in fact, largely by the written press,
not by television or the new media. But it is a vital and important func-
tion. The future of democracy in those countries is centrally linked to
the fate of the independent press.

Do you think I exaggerate? 

Think a minute. Can anyone here name a democracy that has long
survived without an independent press? The fundamental things apply.

The debate in which we have all been both witnesses and partici-
pants, has been about whether traditional journalistic values are in
decline, are being abandoned, are being compromised; about whether
we are losing something valuable and special that we once had, or
whether mutatis mutandis the tradition of independent, high-quality,
relevant journalism continues to operate effectively in our land.

I have read the three Catto talks that precede the one you are good
enough to listen to today. Two were given by individuals I know and
respect enormously—Robert MacNeil and Max Frankel. The third was
given by a man I do not know, but whose ability to influence for better
or worse the issues under debate is greater than that of all the others
combined—Gerald Levin. I am not sure any of us knows enough about
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where all this is going, to be standing up here trying to tell you. But, like
them, I’m not afraid to try.

I learn from these Catto talks that there is much to worry about in
terms of the strength of independent journalism. And I learn at the
same time that the tradition is alive, evolving, and strong enough to
engender and sustain strong criticism.

What are the basic ingredients of this tradition of an independent
news function in our society?

• First, independence from any political influence or commer-
cial sway. I imagine we are all pretty clear on that one. The
quality of that independence needs to be redefined by each gen-
eration, and can never be taken for granted. Attempts to extend
political influence and commercial sway will be made over and
over again. With inevitable, tidal regularity they will well up in
efforts to check, discredit, or limit the press statutorily, and they
must be resisted and defeated each time. That contest of wills at
the frontier of political and commercial power on one hand
and independent journalism on the other, never ends, it simply
takes different forms in differing circumstances, and the cen-
trality of that struggle to our system of self-government needs
to be understood and celebrated and taught, because indepen-
dence is easy to lose and heart-breakingly difficult to reclaim.

• Second, legal guarantees and protections. In the American
case, legal guarantees and protections are sewn deep into the
constitutional fabric.

• Third, a bright, clear line between opinion and reportage.
Here, some of our European colleagues part company with us.
Let us not debate that today; let us simply note that this bright
clear line is an essential part of American journalism, and cen-
tral both to its highest forms and to its public credibility.

• Fourth, a nosy, assertive inquisitiveness. We have a restless
curiosity to look behind closed doors and into dark corners, par-
ticularly those places to which officialdom in whatever form
seeks to bar entry. We want to look in because there usually turns
out to be a reason why they are seeking to bar entry, and that rea-
son is often one of self-interest or well-founded fear of exposure.
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• Fifth, the quest for relevance. Let’s spend a moment on this
one. Relevance means focusing on what turns out to matter. If
you were an editor in the German principality of Saxony in the
sixteenth century and you decided to cover in depth the pomp
and pageantry surrounding the marriage of the next Holy
Roman Emperor, and decided to pay no attention to a young
monk named Martin Luther, you would run a serious risk of
having ordered up coverage that was irrelevant. Your readers may
have been more interested in the marriage—the colorful person-
alities arriving from near and far, the drama, the intrigue and fes-
tivities. But, measured by the test of what turned out to be
important and formative, you would have failed. I prefer this for-
mulation of the “test of relevance” to the more ascetic formula-
tion that the duty of the press is ‘to tell people what they need to
know, not what they want to know’. I prefer it because the dis-
tinction between “need” and “want” to know is for me too neat
and too artificial; the press has always dealt in both. And part of
the art is in any case telling people what they “need” to know in
such a way that they “want” to know it, or at least come to realize
that they “need to know” it, which is a long step in the right direc-
tion. But the other reason I prefer the formulation of “relevance”
is because it turns in part on the time dimension, rather than on
a distinction between “want” and “need,” or between “enjoy” and
“ought to.” Journalists deal in patterns and indications, and these
patterns are not momentary, they extend longitudinally in time,
often like a concealed palimpsest. We are talking about weighty,
influential judgments that go right to the heart of journalistic
responsibility as well as relevance: Which primary candidates will
be covered more heavily than others? Is the fall of a given cur-
rency an oscillation within the range of normal expectation, or is
it the decipherable harbinger of some deeper trend? Was the bur-
glary in the apartment building an everyday, big-city event, or
was it the loose end of some larger political conspiracy whose
tangled skein eventually leads back to a sitting President?
Relevance is the test of whether coverage turns out to be ger-
mane, important, focused on forces and trends that bear with
consequence on the course of both daily and long-term events.
In the end journalism that is not relevant will not be judged to
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have been great journalism. And in that hard reality lies a great
portion of our most difficult challenge today.

I believe there is a special characteristic of this period in which you
and I live, and I believe it is this: For the first time in history the human
race is faced with a set of ultimata.

What is an ultimatum? An ultimatum is a challenge, a threat, an
adverse condition to which you must respond effectively, or else there
will be serious negative consequences. I will mention only two of these
ultimata, ones on which we can probably agree fairly easily. The first is
the threat of weapons of mass destruction, whether delivered by missile
by a foreign power, or delivered in a truck or in a jar by a terrorist. And
the second is the deterioration of the planet’s ecosystems brought on by
the pace and extent of human economic activity. The special character-
istic of our period, then, is this: For the first time in human history we
encounter—indeed we have helped to create—forces and threats which
if not dealt with effectively can dramatically and adversely change the
entire quality of life on this planet and the prospects of the human
adventure itself. That has never been true before.

I have stated the adventure in intellectual terms. Is this too abstract
for you? Let me try it in more human terms.

Can you hear it?

Behind the gentle sounds of Aspen in August, can you hear the sound
of the Earth’s drama? Can you hear the hissing wind as it whistles across
thousands of acres of sand and waste that used to be part of the Aral
Sea? 

Beyond this summer afternoon in Colorado, beyond the beautiful
evening light, the breeze, the mountains, and skyscapes of this stunning
countryside—are you able to discern the images of the passion play in
which we find ourselves?

Can you see it?

Can you see the Iranian diplomats and government agents striding
purposefully, in neat dark suits, through customs, getting their pass-
ports stamped, as they fan out across the world to acquire the compo-
nents of a nuclear arsenal? Can you see the children of El Guasmo? El
Guasmo is a slum in Guayaquil in Ecuador, a poor country allowed to
go bankrupt. We bailed out Lockheed, Chrysler, New York City, some of
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Asia, Russia several times over, but not Ecuador. Was it too poor, too lit-
tle, too weak for us to save? Can you see the children, distended stom-
achs leaning over water barrels? Can you see the net resources of their
poor country flowing North? Can you imagine that?

Can you see the shadow of Japan? It falls over every forest, every forest
dweller, and every wild animal in East Asia, and over many in Latin America.

Can you see the bottom of the sea? Most Americans have not seen
pictures of the bottom of the sea. Do you know what you see on the
seabed of the world’s fisheries, where the dragging scoops and nets have
crossed? There are gashes and furrows—vast, rake-like gashes and
marks left by huge American and European fishing drags. We thought
the ocean, like the air, was so vast that man and all his scrapings and all
his foolishness could not make a difference. But I have seen the picture
where the draggers have been, the sea has been raped and despoiled. It
is barren—a desert at the bottom of the sea. There is no plant. There is
no fish. There is no life, it has been ripped out. And then the camera
turns and there’s a little triangle where the marks, the gashes of the
draggers did not quite overlap—there is a little triangle, perhaps with a
plant, perhaps with a fish or two left.

Can you hear all this? Can you see all this? Can you imagine all this?

Are we covering these stories with the attention and in the depth they
deserve? No, we are not. There are reasons for this.

First, as with most large, ill-defined, new trends, the players along the
political spectrum are sufficiently confused about them to appear to
require qualification, caution, and defensive presentation of offsetting
views in reporting them. What is more damning to our present journalis-
tic performance in the case of the two ultimata I have mentioned, howev-
er, is that the relevant scientific and expert communities are far more
broadly agreed than are the politicians that both trends are profound and
dangerous. There is significant difference about the time horizon over
which these trends are likely to impinge visibly on our lives. But of course
within the context of human history, let alone geological time, all of this is
happening in the blink of an eye. And that is one of the things that stymies
us in the press—the question of time scale. If the threat were that an aster-
oid was going to hit the earth one year from today, we would know how to
report that. That is immediate enough to command intensive coverage.
The experts would be clearly divided—some would say it will hit the earth,
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some would say it will miss it. As the months rolled by one group or the
other would turn out to be right. The consequences would be catastroph-
ic, understandable, and somewhat predictable. And the mobilization of
technological and governmental resources to deal with the threat would
constitute a frenzied and impressive pageant.

Second, the two ultimata I have mentioned are, ironically, far more
real—but they are far more difficult for humans to react to. A time hori-
zon of one, two, three decades is not something we have much experi-
ence in reporting on. It is not, understandably enough, a time horizon
for which any of our basic governmental institutions were designed.
And, the arena for much of this is global, not national or local, and
global news coverage is among the most expensive to mount, and
among the most unsuccessful in attracting audiences.

Third, in the case of the two ultimata I have mentioned there are
powerful groups who have shown themselves thus far to be disinterest-
ed in bringing attention to these problems in any realistic way. In the
case of the spread and eventual use of weapons of mass destruction,
particularly by terrorists, it is the government experts. In all the devel-
oped countries experts have undertaken analyses of these possibilities
and made assessments of their potential consequences. The picture is so
grim that they and their political masters have decided not to discuss
this subject, for two reasons. The first is because some of them believe
that to discuss it is to make it more likely—a proposition that needs to
be debated. The second reason is because they see very little they can
recommend to counter this threat within the context of presently
acceptable political alternatives, and therefore they do not want to raise
a big, messy problem for which they have no immediate answers.

Let’s pause there a moment. Does that raise an echo for you? Not
wanting to raise a big, messy problem because we have no immediate
answers? That is what we did for a decade on the problem of AIDS. That
is what Barton Gellman laid bare this summer in his brilliant reporting
in The Washington Post on the history of the AIDS crisis. He finally told
the story of the governments and other official organizations, including
U.N. agencies that for various reasons didn’t want to talk about the real
measure of the problem. One of those reasons was the fear that they
didn’t have the resources or the political will to respond if they con-
fronted it honestly. It was all discussed—the dimensions of the problem,
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the implications of trying to deal with it, the consequences of a world-
wide epidemic. It was all discussed, but mostly in private. Almost all the
large institutions that should have faced the AIDS problem squarely,
including the United States government, flinched, ducked, and looked
away. And the quality of the reporting on the AIDS problems con-
tributed to enabling them to flinch and duck. The reasoning that pro-
duced a mindless conspiracy of inaction and silence on the AIDS prob-
lem is exactly the kind of reasoning that now paralyzes us in regard to a
whole series of problems, including the two that I have classed among
the ultimata that define our moment in history. And that story in the
Post is the kind of reporting we should be getting on, the set of huge
problems around us.

In the case of the environment, a strange and uneasy alliance of busi-
ness and government—often fierce antagonists in other arenas—simply
does not want to face the scale, cost, and dislocation implied by the
changed models of economic production and consumption that would
be required to respond seriously to environmental deterioration.

Why do I raise these two ultimata?

Because they are among the most distinguishing and fateful characteris-
tics of the period of history in which we live and we are not reporting them
very well at all. We are not covering a big chunk of what will turn out to be
most important about these years, and independence and objectivity with-
out relevance will turn out to be a half-baked, half loaf indeed. How many
among us will turn out to have been journalists who covered the emperor’s
wedding rather than the young German monk who brought the Roman
Catholic Church to its knees? 

There is never a time in which it is so difficult to defend and apply core
values as when things are going well and those values appear not to need
affirmation or protection. We are in such a period now. Can we think clear-
ly? Can we bring discipline, and logic, and passion—all three—to bear on
our present situation and prospects? Or like other civilizations who have
enjoyed great power, great prosperity, and great acclaim, will we fritter away
these years of relative calm and economic munificence, and through weak-
ness and inattention fail to do the hard work required to figure out where
we are, where we’re going, and what we have to do to get there safely? 
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Listen to these words by Edward Gibbon writing about ancient Athens:

“In the end, more than they wanted freedom, they
wanted security. They wanted a comfortable life and
they lost it all—security, comfort, and freedom . . .
When the Athenians finally wanted not to give to soci-
ety but for society to give to them, when the freedom
they wished for most was freedom from responsibility,
then Athens ceased to be free.”

What is our challenge? Is it to recover the greatness of Murrow and
Reston and Bradlee and Cronkite? What shall we do to measure up to
the values of which they were such marvelous exemplars? Shall we fol-
low in the footsteps of the men of old, as the old dictum suggests?

Let’s review some more of the fundamental logic.

The function of independent journalism is necessary to a democrat-
ic society. It is an indispensable and indissoluble element of the great
human adventure in self-government. It is not a luxury or a frill. It is
essential; without it everything would change, and we would lose much
of what we say we stand for, and for which we have in the past been will-
ing to put at risk our lives, our fortune, and our sacred honor.

What is food for? Food is for the body.

What are education and learning for? They are for the mind.

What is entertainment for? For diversion and relaxation.

What is religion for? It is for the soul and the spirit.

Who is the news for? News is for the citizen.

The citizen is that dimension of each one of us that is responsible
for, contributes to, and benefits from the cooperative endeavor of self-
government. The citizen is the basic constituent element of the public
dimension of human activity. Without the citizen, there is no self-gov-
ernment, no individual basis for responsibility, choice and values; there
is only the state in all its fearful, unchecked power and unaccountabili-
ty. And without the independent news function, the citizen is starved,
paralyzed, neutered, rendered insensate, ineffective, and robotic.

To report the distinctive challenges of our moment in history will
take some changes. It will certainly take some daring, and discipline,
and tenacity. Traditional hard news reporting is largely event-focused. A
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prime minister is chosen; a summit meeting is held; two companies
merge. It has been considered dangerous, with good reason, to wander
too far into speculation, even expert speculation, or to look too far into
the uncharted future where one can easily become dependent on opin-
ions and guesstimates and more vulnerable to manipulation. Leave that
for an occasional piece in the science pages.

But venturing into those waters is exactly what is required now,
because in those waters will be found the slow-moving, scouring, cur-
rents that will carve out so irrevocably the world our children and their
children after them will find. And therefore, we will have no choice but
to develop techniques that will allow us to encompass the time horizons
and uncertainties of these deep sea changes without either being manip-
ulated or getting lost in conflicting or abstract expert speculation.

We are not helpless. We have learned new techniques in the past
when we had to. We learned painfully, slowly, but eventually successful-
ly how to report stories in the security domain where much critical
information was unavailable, classified, or easily manipulated by the
institutions that controlled it. That, after all, is our craft isn’t it—to take
the realities as they present themselves, and to find ways to report them
out, consistent with the values that guide us?  We need to do this even
when it hasn’t been done before. The fundamental things apply.

What does this add up to?

Here’s what I make of it, in its simplest form.

We are the heirs to a wonderful and rare legacy, the tradition of
tough, independent, uncompromising journalism. The vital function-
ing of this tradition is an indispensable fuel of a free society; it is the
oxygen of the civic metabolism that animates the human adventure in
self-government. It is not a function that can evolve easily and be sup-
ported totally by the operation of short-term market forces, although
we must note that the bastions of the best journalism in our society
today are commercially viable companies that have known shrewdly
when to sacrifice short-term commercial profit for journalistic values,
and how to profit commercially from the long-term practice of good
journalism. It is not a function that can be kept alive by the public sec-
tor. It is a sector of our society that is accountable to everyone—except
to government, and that exception is fundamental.
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Are the strong journalistic values that flourished in the second half
of the twentieth century in the United States still alive and vital? Yes. Are
they at the same time, paradoxically, under threat from changed eco-
nomic circumstance, new technologies, and new audience dynamics
that include larger numbers, greater individual choice, new technolo-
gies, and shifting relationships with advertisers? Yes, yes, and yes. What
is our task? Part of our task is of course to be conscious of our legacy.
John Ruskin tells us why:

“No nation ever had, or will have, the power of sud-
denly developing, under the pressure of necessity, fac-
ulties it had neglected when it was at ease; nor of teach-
ing itself, in poverty, the skill to produce what it has
never, in opulence, had the sense to admire.”

But, we must not confuse understanding the power and value of our
legacy with the real test that is before us. The real test is to harness that
legacy and apply those values to the particular challenges of our
moment in history. And they are long-term secular trends in the use of
technology, particularly for destructive purposes, and in the impact of
the Western pattern of economic production and popular consumption
that dominates the globe and is damaging at an accelerating rate the
fragile biosphere in which and from which it originally arose.

These trends pose ultimata to us because we will eventually find life
as we know and enjoy it today unsustainable if we are not successful in
comprehending and then modifying our collective behavior. That will
require, one way or another, collaborative action on a global scale—a
totally new stage in the adventure in self-government. And that cannot
happen and will not happen without the indispensable fuel, the critical
catalyst of independent journalism. Simply by saying what I have just
said—a thought you have heard before, and a thought from which too
many of us have learned to turn away because it is seems so daunting,
so unwieldy, so discouraging, sometimes so idealistic and often so par-
alyzing—simply by saying or hearing what I have just said we sense the
immense scope of this task, and the extraordinary rigor that will be
required in the face of this challenge.

Can we face it? Can we do it? I do not know, and you do not know.
But what we both know is this: that we certainly will not do it unless we
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try, with focus, with clarity, with generosity of spirit, with discipline in
thought and action. Go back through history, and you will find what each
of you has already learned in whatever domain or enterprise you are per-
sonally engaged: that in every difficult, apparently improbable endeavor,
in every triumph over the apparent odds, focus and tenacity have played
central roles. But even with focus and tenacity; even if we are fortunate
enough to have skilled leadership; even if we add to the recipe a measure
of good luck, which we shall surely need—even then, that will not be
enough. It will only be possible if we put into the mix as well the opera-
tion of a vital and robust independent journalistic function.

Our job then—yours, mine, of all those who belong to this wonder-
ful tradition, all those who claim the mantle of independent reporting,
all those who are willing to brave the anger of governments and to risk
the pressure, the calumny and worse that private corporations can bring
to bear on an individual reporter or news organization when it feels its
commercial interests are threatened—the job of all of us is to devise the
new techniques, to forge the new tools, to learn the new patterns of
thought required to report the really big, really fundamental stories of
the next few decades. It will require new techniques and tools because
in many cases those stories will involve unfolding trends that are at first
obscure, then denied or dismissed by governments and private busi-
ness. They will involve forces about which experts—some legitimate,
some who are “for hire” and have been purchased—will differ. And
these forces and trends will represent dangers and pressures operating
in more cumulative fashion over a longer term than those for which the
reporting techniques of the past were adapted.

It is in doing this that we shall be judged, and that we should be
judged. The questions will be asked: Did they see and get on the biggest
stories of their day? Unlike AIDS, whose basic dimensions they essen-
tially missed for over a decade, did they see the other stories emerging
and really dig into them, really take them apart, despite the resistance of
many governments and some corporations?  Did they get inside and
expose what governments did not want them to expose about the dan-
ger of terrorist use of weapons of mass destruction in our cities? Did
they find ways to tell the story of dying fisheries, the story of threatened
food supplies, the story of the progressive diminution in the quality and
availability of potable water around the world? Were they able to get
inside the ‘don’t ask-don’t tell’ zone that many corporations have erect-
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ed around their own activities in this regard? Did they find a way to add
these pieces up into the macro story, the story of the gradual but accel-
erating exhaustion of the earth’s capital and resilience? Did they find the
techniques to do that and still respect the limits and principles of rea-
sonable scientific judgment?

Who is “they”?

“They” is we.

Are these big stories?

Absolutely.

Are we perhaps already doing the job on these stories now, as I some-
times hear?

No, we are not. What we do now is produce episodic pieces, or one-
off analyses of these subjects. Some are quite good; many are not. But
good, mainline journalism is about the big patterns, the big conse-
quences. They help frame the terms of public debate and they leave
behind benchmarks against which future actions and utterances by
public leaders are measured, and we are not doing that now. We are not
covering the real movement of the tectonic plates in the landscape
around us. To put it another way that may be helpful historically, our
coverage of these issues today has about as much to do with the actual
unfolding of these historical ultimata as the coverage of European pol-
itics and military affairs in the first years of the twentieth century had
to do with the unfolding reality of the First World War.

If you disagree with me, then do this. Go back and read Barton
Gellman’s piece on AIDS from this summer in The Washington Post.
What I am saying is this: Every broad conclusion that Gellman’s piece
draws fifteen years after the start of the epidemic, could have been
drawn in the late 1980's and early 1990's. Gellman’s words are dramat-
ic and harsh. He writes:

“ . . . For a decade the world knew the dimensions of
the coming catastrophe . . . Individually and collective-
ly, most of those with power decided not to act.

“How and why they made their choices is a story of
authentic doubts for a time, because the disease con-
cealed itself in years of latency and layers of social
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taboo. It is also a story, by turns, of willful ignorance
and paralysis in the face of growing proof . . .

“At nearly every level, the process featured what some
participants see as shameful ‘demand management’: a
reluctance to act for fear of prompting further claims
on time and money.”

1

Is that a big story? It is. It is the story of a new kind of globalized
cover-up born of laziness, lack of willingness to face and think through
evidence, and the desire to sidestep unpleasant political consequences.
In terms of our future on this planet it is emblematic of the kind of
cover-up we have to fear the most.

And now you see why I have chosen the AIDS example and this mar-
velous piece of reporting to make my point. Because it was a long, slow-
ly developing story. Because many people knew, or judged it very likely,
that what would in fact eventually unfold was a plague-like pandemic
that could have been countered and limited by early, concerted action.
Because the weight and the common logic of this expert opinion was
ignored or suppressed by official bodies, both national and internation-
al, and was discoverable by the press. But it was not in the actual event
discovered and explored by the press.

As we see over and over in human affairs, the signs are there; they
always are, aren’t they? The examples are there. Even the early proto-
types of challenge and dilemma are there. That is what the AIDS story
is—an early prototype of the kind of story that will be central to the
human experience of the first half of the twenty-first century.

I often think that the most fitting epigram for our new century was
written by one of the great writers of the last century, Samuel Beckett.
He told us:

“Everything will turn out all right . . . unless something
foreseen crops up.”

Shall we seek then to emulate the behavior of the great reporters and
editors who created the twentieth century tradition of journalism?

The fundamental things apply.
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Two issues recur in this debate about journalism: technology and
gigantism.

Let’s take the challenge of technology first.

Will technology change journalism, its practice, its modes, its venues?
Will technology change fundamentally the relationships between jour-
nalism’s producers and consumers? Will it change the connection of citi-
zens to the public process, in which it is the principal intermediary?

Yes. It always has, and it will again this time, in this technological rev-
olution. We may indeed have entered what was once called, in another
domain and in another time, the “permanent revolution.”

These changes and the issues they raise are terribly important. But they
will compound, not supplant, the issues we are wrestling with in terms of
the fundamental values of journalism and their application to the chal-
lenges of our moment in history. And, as has been the case with most tech-
nological revolutions in the past, it will be blindingly obvious to many that
big changes are afoot, and frustratingly indecipherable to most what the
consequences and impact of these important changes will be. I do not dis-
miss the importance of the discussion, and I certainly do not underesti-
mate the importance of the changes. On the contrary, I worry about them,
and like most of you encourage discussion and thoughtfulness about
them. But I also think that the best preparation for them is to be clear
about the values that underlie our system of independent journalism and
guide its interaction with public and private centers of power, and to apply
those values to the truly big global stories staring us in the face.

In that task reporting skills, commitment, ingenuity, and bravery will
get those stories to the citizens through one medium or another, new or
old. Or, looked at from another angle: We don’t know which new tech-
nologies will dominate. Some are here—We have PDA’s and WAP’s.
More are on their way—new TFT’s and oLED’s

2

that may make foldable
electronic sheets of paper feasible. And what about audio? Are you will-
ing to bet me that five years from now you won’t be able to personalize
your own news offering verbally, by speaking into your mobile tele-
phone lapel mike and have the articles you select read to you as you
drive or walk?

Don’t bet against that. Want to know why? Here’s Damon Runyon
telling you why:
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“Some day, somewhere, a guy is going to come to you
and show you a nice, brand-new deck of cards on
which the seal is never broken, and this guy is going to
offer to bet you that the jack of spades will jump out of
this deck and squirt cider in your ear. But son, do not
bet him, for as sure as you do you are going to get an
ear full of cider.”

And what about corporate gigantism?

Here I part company with many of my friends.

I know big corporations can be soulless, greedy, and destructive. So
can small corporations. So can news organizations and all manner of
other organizations, including non-profits and religious groups.

But in a world where avenues of communication are multiplying,
where censorship and control of news by the state in general is declin-
ing, and where technology is lowering the entry barriers to the com-
munications field, I have trouble pointing to the single characteristic of
size alone and saying that this is a mortal danger to good journalism. I
think an understanding of the role of good journalism in our society
and fidelity to its core values as a public trust will be more important to
our future than trying to limit our news organizations exclusively to
corporate homes that are modest in size.

Put it another way: Every CEO understands that they have a fiducia-
ry obligation to their shareholders. In terms of journalism, I put more
faith in corporate leadership that understands that they have an equal-
ly solemn fiduciary obligation arising from their ownership of a news
organization; that they hold a public trust that is a vital component of
a free society. I put more faith in that than I do in whether the corpo-
ration is big or small.

That said, what can we do to cement the value of the journalistic
enterprise within these huge corporate empires where some of them are
now located? What can we do to make sure this rare and fragile gener-
ator of illumination for the citizen and oxygen for the public arena
remains healthy within the vast, temperature-controlled, caverns of the
lumbering multinationals? 

I have four suggestions. They are all relatively easy to do. They are all
implementable by the decision of a single CEO acting imaginatively
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and with foresight. The problem is they all presuppose the commitment
to independent journalism that they are meant to further.

And they all have to do with process. But here I am on solid ground.
John Dingell, that wily Congressman who has struck fear into the hearts
of corporate giants, was once quoted as saying: “You decide the sub-
stance and I’ll decide the process, and I’ll beat you every time.”

• Suggestion 1: The CEO of any large company that contains a
serious news organization should meet once a year, with other
CEO’s of similar organizations and with other independent fig-
ures in the news field, to assess the health, independence, and
status of his or her news organization.

• Suggestion 2: Each company that owns a news organization
should designate a member of its board of directors to assume
a special responsibility for oversight and protection of the inde-
pendence and strength of that news organization. You all have
audit committees, don’t you? You all have compensation com-
mittees, no?  Many of you have lead outside directors. This
value—the value of an independent press, in our country, in
our world, in our culture—is infinitely greater, and requires
and is worth an infinitely greater level of attention, than the
values being protected by the Audit Committee and the
Compensation Committee. It is a matter of the highest public
trust. Why not reflect that at the highest level of corporate
responsibility in your organization? To be the Independent
Press Director on one of the major media conglomerate boards
would be one of the most prestigious positions in our society.
It is not a very hard step to take, and much that is good would
flow from it.

Sometimes difficult choices would flow from it—and that is part
of the point. If the values we are talking about today are present in
a unit of the corporation you lead, then you are a custodian of that
value. You may not have sought it, you may not even enjoy it. But
you have it. I and millions of Americans and probably even your
own children want those values preserved and kept alive, even if
we chafe under their expression from time to time. Do this then—
it is an institutional and procedural step to reflect the value of
those values in relation to everything we strive to be at our best.
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• Suggestion 3: Invite an annual outside review—call it an audit
if you like—of the independence and vigor of your news func-
tion. Choose the reviewers among the best, the most skilled, the
most independent in the world—the Ben Bradlees, the Robin
MacNeils, the Anthony Sampsons, the Punch Sulzbergers,—
there is no shortage. And commit yourself to publish that
review. Shell and Dow and others are now publishing annual
social and environmental reports to accompany their financial
reports. Are you willing to invite the discipline of an indepen-
dent audit on the health and independence of your news orga-
nization? What reason would you have not to? Are you afraid of
what it might say? Is the subject not important enough? For
many of us, that report will be more important than your
annual financial report.

• Suggestion 4: Fund, jointly with your sister companies, an inde-
pendent council to track, promote, examine, and defend the
independent news function in America and in the world at large.
Give it teeth, give it a good budget. What is a good budget?
Probably $5 million a year minimum. Your share of that would
be lost in the rounding error of your annual expenditures, and it
would be tax deductible. Make the grants multi-year. To select
the first board and the first CEO, put together a nominating
committee that is completely independent of your corporate
structures and turn them loose. We have a National Academy of
Science. We have National Endowments for . . . you name it, Arts,
Democracy, Education, Humanities, and probably a dozen oth-
ers I’m not familiar with. But we have no prestigious, national,
institutionalized advocate for the independence and vitality of
the most distinctive non-governmental tradition in our democ-
racy. And if we are to have one, it must of course be created, sus-
tained, and funded outside government.

I believe we are embarked now on by far the most fateful chapter in
the drama of our self-stewardship on this planet. The consequences of
our military endeavors, ethnic hatreds, destructive spasms and persis-
tent spoliation of the biofilm in which we live can no longer be ignored
as the unfortunate but tolerable corollaries of ‘the pursuit of politics by
other means,’ or shrugged off as the waste byproducts of a dynamic and
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productive economic system. For centuries we have been able to run
from or ignore the more harmful results of the human experiment
upon this planet. But there is no longer any place to run to. The
weapons are vastly more destructive, almost unimaginably so. They and
their electronic control systems are miniaturized and mobile, and they
are getting into many more hands. And on this beautiful blue-green
planet, entire ecosystems teeter, in ways we are only beginning to under-
stand or measure, along the path of deterioration: first-growth forests;
coral reef systems; water tables; the three great plains that support the
largest grain-producing systems, among others.

This complicated and disorienting transition is daunting and not yet
well understood in some of its dimensions. Because we are at peace and
riding a wave of stupendous economic prosperity, we too often accept
the categories of the previous moment in history rather than seek out
the new ones. We squeeze our definition of political issues into the con-
fines of four-year presidential terms. We cover fast disasters like the
crash of the Concorde, the Kursk, or the flooding on the Indian sub-
continent, but not the slow disasters like the falling of water tables or
the development of cyberwar capacities. Who is building the hunter-
killer computers? Who is selling Iraq centrifuges?  Who is suffering
because the first of the world’s fisheries is collapsing?

The theater of new dangers and challenges is complicated and it is
global. It is fascinating to some, numbing to others, discouraging to
many. But, however daunting or unfathomable you may find it, remem-
ber that compared to other transitions humans have faced in the past,
two things are fundamentally different: the stakes this time are dramat-
ically higher; and believe it or not, with all our shortcomings and igno-
rance we know more about the transition we must accomplish this time
than most generations in the past have known about the changes and
dilemmas they faced.

I am an unreconstructed creature of the public space, the shared
arena where we forge our values and in applying them where we write
our destiny and reveal through the history of our actions what we real-
ly care about. And I believe that the most critical decisions about our
future, the decisions or failures to act that shape the world our children
will inherit, will be made in the public arena, in our capacity as citizens.
I do not believe they are preordained by fate. I do not believe they will
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be determined by forces over which we have no control. I certainly do
not believe that they will be made by the market. I believe the most
important responsibilities will be assumed or abdicated by us in our
capacity as citizens. And I believe that as citizens we will be deeply, per-
haps decisively, influenced by the quality of news available to us regard-
less of the medium by which this news is accessed. And therefore, I
believe we must have a strong, powerful, luminously independent news
function, to provide oxygen for the citizen, to allow the citizen to
breathe and reflect and act, and to measure and challenge those who
would claim the right to steer the frail vessel in which we must make the
difficult crossing before us.

Is our most important task to model ourselves on the journalistic
giants of the past fifty years, who acquitted themselves so well in the dis-
charge of the responsibilities they faced?

I believe it is proper to ask that question, and to ask: Can we keep
alive the journalistic values that we have inherited? Can we live up to the
high standards of those who have applied those values before us? But I
believe the fullest answer to those questions is less likely to be found in
debating incessantly exactly what those values were, and to what degree
and in what respects they are thriving or attenuating. I think the
answers are more likely to be found in the hard work of applying those
values in practice to the distinctive contemporary tasks we face. That is
how we will be judged by those who two decades from now write the
history of the press today. That is how we should be judged. That is how
we shall be judged—by how well we apply to the challenges and cir-
cumstances of our own moment the values and traditions we have
received and learned to hold dear from those who have gone before and
who, in the crucible of their own crises, learned to apply them to their
own circumstances.

Shall we seek to duplicate the feats of those in our profession who
have gone before?

No.

The answer lies in a Chinese proverb: “Do not follow in the footsteps
of the men of old. Seek instead what they sought.”

The fundamental things apply.

As time goes by.
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Notes

1. Barton Gellman,“Deathwatch: The Global Response to AIDS in Africa,” Washington Post, 5 July
2000, A1.

2. PDA: Personal Digital Assistant; WAP: Wireless Application Protocol; TFT: Thin Film
Transistor; oLED: Organic Light Emitting Device.
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The Evolution of Journalism in a Changing
Market Ecology

Executive Summary 
by David Bollier

The familiar world of mainstream journalism is changing irrevo-
cably as a crush of new electronic technologies, mutating market
structures, and shifting professional norms force the news business
to reinvent itself on the fly. These changes are causing many editors
and publishers to worry that the fiercely competitive marketplace is
jeopardizing the core values of journalism. They also worry that cor-
porate owners of news enterprises do not really understand the cul-
ture of journalism and how it contributes to business success and
therefore are not interested in exploring institutional reforms that
might bolster high journalistic standards.

These issues were the focus of discussion by a gathering of twenty-
four of the nation’s top editors, publishers, news producers, academics,
and media executives held in Aspen, Colorado, from August 23-25,
2000. Convened by the Aspen Institute Communications and Society
Program, the conference was the fourth in a series of annual meetings
to take stock of the unprecedented challenges facing journalism today.

Future historians may regard these times as a kind of Cambrian era
in the evolution of electronic media—a period of great ferment in mar-
ket structures, digital technologies, and professional practices that per-
sisted for a disquietingly long period of time. The Darwinian analogy
seems apt. As the Internet gives rise to a new set of news organizations
and faux-journalists; as new technologies blur the lines between jour-
nalism and entertainment; and as the “fitness landscape” for commer-
cial journalism changes, spawning new business models and spurring
new rounds of experimentation; the portrait that emerges is one of
competitive adaptation and evolutionary change.

The sheer pace of change and tumult is one reason that journalism
may need to redefine its core values and reassert its identity. With so
many voices competing for people’s attention these days, it is important
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that journalism differentiate itself from other forms of information,
especially entertainment and marketing.

This is imperative not only for the integrity and credibility of jour-
nalism but for the future of our democracy. Good journalism, it has
been said, is the “oxygen” for a democratic culture. While it can be elu-
sive to try to define “quality journalism,” there is a distinct sense that it
means putting something on the line—resources, physical safety, moral
authority, reputation—to amass the facts and present them in an artful,
compelling way.

But this task is becoming harder as news and entertainment vie for
the same audiences, and as once-distinct markets and genres start to
blur. The broader, entertainment-dominated marketplace tends to
reward flashy marketing and tabloid sensibilities, while the tried-and-
true virtues of quality journalism do not necessarily yield the same
financial results, at least over the short term.

If the economic changes roiling the journalism business are more or
less inexorable—inescapable structural trends that are only likely to
intensify—the challenge facing journalists may become how best to
adapt. An editor can bemoan the new competition and futilely resist
change, or he can find ingenious new ways to compete. Several practice
strategies were suggested for promoting quality journalism in the new
marketplace:

• Arrange for the CEOs of media companies to meet once a year 

• Assign a member of each media company’s board of directors
to oversee the independence and strength of its news organiza-
tion, and instigate an  annual audit of the independence and
vigor of its journalism 

• Improve internal communications within news operations  

• Give readers a voice within the news operation  

While reputable news organizations have regained some measure of
confidence that the Internet will not be soon destroying their business
models, competitive pressures on newsrooms remain fierce. In a mar-
ket ecology that is changing so rapidly, the best hope may lie in news
organizations becoming supremely alert and flexible—not just to shifts
in technology and market competition but also in the social connec-
tions and moral credibility that sustain any business enterprise.
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The Evolution of Journalism in a Changing
Market Ecology

The Report
by David Bollier

It is not entirely clear when the new era of journalism began—with
the bizarre O.J. Simpson chase on Los Angeles freeways, the rise of Matt
Drudge, the gradual onset of the 24/7 news cycle, or the media consol-
idation triggered by the Telecommunications Act of 1996. The more rel-
evant point may be that the familiar world of mainstream journalism
has changed irrevocably. A crush of new electronic technologies, mutat-
ing market structures, and shifting professional norms are forcing the
news business to reinvent itself on the fly. Some segments of the profes-
sion are reeling even as others are deftly capitalizing on emerging
opportunities.

It is natural, in such a period of tumult, to reflect about the future of
journalism. Many editors and publishers wonder, for example, whether
the core values of journalism can survive intact in today’s fiercely com-
petitive marketplace. They also wonder, whether the corporate owners
of news enterprises will ever try to understand the culture of journal-
ism and how it contributes to business success. And even if a new rap-
prochement between the business and journalism sides can occur, it is
unclear what specific institutional reforms could help bolster high jour-
nalistic standards.

These are among the issues addressed by a gathering of twenty-four
of the nation’s top editors, publishers, news producers, academics, and
media executives held in Aspen, Colorado, August 23-25, 2000.
Convened by the Aspen Institute Communications and Society
Program, the conference was the fourth in a series of annual meetings
designed to take stock of the unprecedented challenges facing journal-
ism today.

Happily, this conference generated a number of intriguing new pro-
posals for bolstering quality journalism. The more provocative ideas
seek to expose top corporate executives and board members to the day-
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to-day practices and values of journalism. Why not arrange for CEOs of
media companies to meet every year to assess the journalistic perfor-
mance of their respective enterprises? Why not assign a member of a
company’s board of directors to monitor the strength of its news oper-
ations? Why not instigate an annual outside audit of the independence
and vigor of a news organization’s journalism? These and other specif-
ic suggestions were among the issues explored at the conference.

Jim Lehrer, executive editor and anchor of The NewsHour with Jim
Lehrer, moderated the sessions, skillfully steering discussion and elicit-
ing key points. And David Bollier, an independent journalist, served as
rapporteur, distilling the essential points of discussion into the report
that follows.

The Fate of “Journalistic DNA”
in the New Information Ecology

Future historians may regard these times as a kind of Cambrian era in the
evolution of electronic media—a period of great ferment in market struc-
tures, digital technologies, and professional practices that persisted for a dis-
quietingly long period of time. The Darwinian analogy seems apt. As the
Internet gives rise to a new set of news organizations and faux-journalists; as
new technologies blur the lines between journalism and entertainment; as
the “fitness landscape” for commercial journalism changes, spawning new
business models and spurring new rounds of experimentation; the portrait
that emerges is one of competitive adaptation and evolutionary change. In
classic Darwinian terms, a rich variety of journalistic “organisms” are strug-
gling to adapt to the new information ecology.

Serious journalism has adhered to certain basic principles for so long—
accuracy, fairness, independence from commercial and political pressures,
for example—that they constitute a kind of “journalistic DNA.” A core
genetic code shared by most of the profession has resulted in a broad con-
sensus about newsgathering practices, editorial judgments, and ethical val-
ues. A great many journalists today worry that the new electronic market-
place threatens the profession’s DNA with extinction. Others feel confident
that the profession’s core values are hardy and resilient enough to transform
themselves in the new milieu.
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Despite the growing difficulties of financing quality journalism, Peter
Goldmark, Jr., chairman and CEO of the International Herald Tribune,
believes that the profession’s ethical gyroscope is more powerful than is
generally realized. “What are professions?” Goldmark asked. “They have
codes. Each has its own DNA. They have a peer dynamic. They have val-
ues.” Surprisingly, Goldmark said, even in the wake of some embarrass-
ing journalistic episodes, “the DNA of professional journalism is more
‘together’ and consistent than that of most other professions in our soci-
ety, most of which are in various degrees of disarray.”

This paradox—a strong professional ethic that co-exists with great
anxiety about the future—might be traced to the convergence of once-
distinct media markets. To extend the analogy, the “journalistic DNA”
has diffused into a larger gene pool. At one time journalism operated in
a more protected space, somewhat insulated from market pressures by
family ownership and federal limits on the sale and ownership of
broadcast properties.

Now, as corporations buy, sell, and merge media properties with
greater frequency, many news operations have become small fiefdoms
in large business empires. The culture of journalism has become folded
into a larger universe of entertainment media managed by business
executives who really do not understand, or perhaps even care about,
journalism as a professional calling or democratic necessity. “The new
owners are buying delivery systems and promotional platforms, and all
of a sudden they find that they’re stuck with this journalistic operation,”
explained Rick Kaplan, president of Cable News Network U.S. at the
time of this conference. (Kaplan is now the Visiting Lombard Lecturer
at Harvard University’s John F. Kennedy School of Government.)

A striking result of such changes is that the “DNA of journalism” is
becoming more strongly infused with marketplace values. As reporters
and editors fret about their stock holdings in the company, through
401k plans and other incentives; newsrooms have become more “yup-
pified,” in the words of one conference participant. This in turn affects
how the news product is imagined and crafted. Editors are being asked
to keep a keen eye on both the journalism—and its marketability. “I’m
the walking embodiment of the breakdown between church and state,
since I run both sides of Newsweek, editorial and business,” said Richard
Smith, chairman and editor-in-chief of Newsweek. “But my roots,
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heart, and soul are entirely in editorial, and I’m concerned that the ero-
sion of the traditional barrier has meant that too many line editors,
reporters, writers, and producers spend too much time thinking about
where the business is going.”

The traditions of journalism are also being diluted by the new gen-
res of news, information, and commentary made possible by media
abundance, particularly through the Internet. People who may not have
much commitment to traditional journalistic values are creating the
new genres—and it shows. “Some Internet companies have no rules
about what information and fairness are, and they almost don’t care
about accuracy for the most part,” said Rick Kaplan. Besides giving self-
styled journalists, celebrities, and other irregulars their own idiosyn-
cratic platforms, the Internet has also enabled relative newcomers like
MSNBC on the Internet and Slate to enter the marketplace. New publics
are also arising to support hybrids such as Salon, which combine the
serious reporting and interpretation of The New York Times with the
frisky playfulness of the New York Post.

In short, the business and cultural ecology for journalism is becom-
ing far more diversified, market-driven, and unpredictable. Under the
circumstances, a reconsideration of what it means to be a serious jour-
nalist seems an entirely appropriate, indeed, an urgent task.

Defining the Core Values of Journalism

The sheer proliferation of information outlets is one reason that
journalism may need to redefine its core values and reassert its identity.
“In this confusion of voices that comes from the ether these days, peo-
ple are not sure about the reliability of information they are getting,”
said Bill Kovach, chairman of the Committee of Concerned Journalists.
“You can go on a cable talk show and shout across the table at your
companion, and viewers have no way of knowing whether they can
trust that information or not. If we’re going to live in a world of supply
and demand—and I’m certain that we are—then it’s incumbent upon
journalists to become much more transparent about who they are and
how they do their work, in order to help create a consumer demand that
says, ‘Yes, this is what we need.’”
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Differentiating quality journalism from mere “information product”
is not just a matter of professional pride or marketing. Good journalism,
it has been said, is the “oxygen” for a democratic culture. “Journalism
stands for the notion that political sovereignty is not dead—that people
can have a governing role in their lives and in the world around them,”
said Jay Rosen, professor and chair of the Journalism Department at
New York University. “The most successful acts of journalism persuade
people to keep in touch with a wider world than they ordinarily would—
to help them feel themselves to be participants in the public arena.
Whatever does that is, to me, quality journalism.”

For Rosen, “Journalism is about the rule of publics, not just the reign
of audiences. Assuring consumer sovereignty in the media marketplace
is not enough to solve environmental problems or bring legitimacy to
global media empires. Journalism is the one art, housed within a media
company, that is exclusively about the world of publics and not just audi-
ences.”

At some level, the journalism profession understands this fact. That is why
various journalistic bodies take great pains every few years to clarify the pro-
fession’s values and standards. After three years of inquiry, for example, the
Committee of Concerned Journalists recently identified nine distinct princi-
ples that ought to govern journalism. The American Society of Newspaper
Editors has conducted similar discussions to articulate the core values that
should animate their work.

Reasserting the profession’s core values “is a very important process that
helps us engage the ‘unwashed’ business people and new media,” said Gerald
M. Levin, chairman and CEO of Time Warner at the time of this conference.
(A few months later, he became CEO of AOL Time Warner.) The problem,
many conference participants agreed, is that some powerful media executives
oversee important news operations but do not seem especially familiar with,
or even interested in, journalism.

“If we’re going to clone this journalistic DNA in executives who don’t have
it,” said Eugene Patterson, the former chairman and CEO of the St. Petersburg
Times and former president of the American Society of Newspaper Editors,
“we have to tell them what a core value is. I don’t know how we can get
through to business executives who don’t have a clue unless we tell them.”
Important core values, he said, include accuracy in reporting, the separation
of fact from opinion, fairness in coverage, and avoiding conflicts of interests.
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But will proselytizing core values have any discernible effects on
media executives who are new to journalism or indifferent to it? “Do
you really think you’re going to talk these folks into it?” asked Peter
Goldmark. He believes that restating core values may be less important
than trying to apply those values in new ways. “You [journalists] have
got your DNA. The question is, What are you going to do with it?”

Geneva Overholser, a former ombudsman for The Washington Post
and now a syndicated columnist for The Washington Post Writers
Group, agreed: “So many of these conversations that we have in this
profession are so sterile by now. Talk about core values is so self-refer-
ential. While I’ve led these conversations, they alone aren’t going to get
us anywhere.” Overholser believes the most important priority is “find-
ing new ways to reach out to the public and to report on ourselves more
fully so that the public is better aware of what’s happening to the media.
Thus we might help focus a consumer demand for good journalism—
the most promising partnership for us.”

This sort of challenge is far more bracing for journalism than simply
defending core values. As Professor Jay Rosen explained, journalism’s
sense of itself has historically stemmed from defending its integrity, not
advancing an agenda. The profession asserts its identity by warding off
external threats to its values, whether from business people who would
invade the newsroom, government officials who would manipulate the
news, or advertisers who would corrupt editorial independence. Given
this history, professional journalists are wary about undertaking pro-
active campaigns to “project their values forward into new territory and
undertake rhetorical and persuasive tasks,” said Rosen. “There is very
little in the training, culture, and traditions of the American press that
is active in this way.” This may help explain the feelings of disorienta-
tion that many segments of journalism are experiencing today.

What is “Quality Journalism”?

If journalism is going to reassert its identity and standards in the face
of the new media onslaught, then it may be useful to move beyond
restatements of core values, and try to define what exactly “quality jour-
nalism” ought to consist of. Can this elusive essence be defined? Or is it
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destined to be vague, explicable only through the subjectivism that Justice
Potter Stewart reserved for pornography— “I know it when I see it”? 

Conference participants agreed that some attributes of quality jour-
nalism remain constant, no matter the era or technology. Clearly, at the
most basic level, quality journalism must be accurate and fair. It must
show skill in the use of language and in the telling of a story. While
some of the best journalism deals with serious matters of politics and
world affairs, quality journalism does not necessarily mean sobriety of
tone or an aversion to human interests.

“I think quality journalism connects with people in an emotional
way,” said Walter Isaacson, managing editor of Time magazine at the
time of this conference and now editorial director of Time Inc.. “It can
teach them a lesson, tell them a tale, and make them feel more like pub-
lic citizens. This can be as true of People magazine as of journalism
about public affairs.” Quality journalism may be most distinguished
from more workaday reportage by the emotional engagement and
moral authority that a journalist brings to a story.

The best journalism also evinces risk-taking of some sort. It conveys
a sense that the journalist, and perhaps her editors and publisher, had
to put something on the line—resources, physical safety, moral author-
ity—to amass the facts and present them in a artful, compelling way.
“Quality journalism is often an exceptional act of truth-telling that
takes courage and is rendered against pressure of one kind or another,”
said Professor Rosen.

This leitmotif is certainly seen in the great stories of the past gener-
ation—coverage of the civil rights movement, the Vietnam War, the
Pentagon Papers. In these stories, news organizations dared to ferret out
important stories that they knew would be controversial. Such land-
marks in journalism remind us of a cardinal attribute of quality jour-
nalism, said David Talbot, editor-in-chief of the online magazine,
Salon— “the willingness to cut against the grain and challenge conven-
tional wisdom.”

The courage to take risks is a perennial challenge for journalism
because there are always pressures to treat certain topics with great def-
erence. Today, for example, the media is failing to ask some fundamen-
tal questions about its value and effectiveness of the government’s war
against drugs, Talbot argued. Quality journalism not only requires the
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audacity to ask such questions, but the institutional willingness to invest
in stories that may not pan out. “News staffs need to know that it is not
necessarily a failure if a story does not work out,” said Rick Kaplan.

Relevance and taste are two other important attributes of quality
journalism.

Does a story matter to the general public? And is it presented in a way that
respects the reader/viewer and the people covered?  

While many stories may seem only remotely relevant to the average read-
er, quality journalism strives to make stories interesting and compelling.
This does not mean “spinach journalism”—force-feeding readers with
something that is “good for them.”It means communicating important facts
and analysis in an emotionally engaging way. At the same time, quality jour-
nalism respects the irrelevance of certain facts— gratuitous personal details
and rumors, for example— by omitting them.

“One measure of quality journalism,” said Geneva Overholser, the syndi-
cated columnist, “is a thoughtful consideration of its effect. This does not
mean that we’re not willing to piss people off,” she hastened to add.“But we
should care about whether we’re pissing people off in the interest of the pub-
lic good, or merely because we want to strut our stuff.” This may be why
some readers are bothered by Maureen Dowd’s columns, speculated
Overholser. As a columnist, Dowd may not have an obligation to be fair or
balanced. Still, it isn’t always clear that her brilliantly snarky characteriza-
tions of politicians in any way serve the public good.

It is also worth noting that the American people may have better taste
and discernment than media companies give them credit, said a number of
conference participants. “If I asked a group of educated young people,
‘Who gets higher ratings—Jim Lehrer or Larry King?’ nine out of ten of
them would answer ‘Larry King’,” said Jay Rosen of New York University.
“And it’s factually untrue. It’s not even close, in terms of raw numbers. This
is really interesting, because it means that there is a cultural bias towards
assuming the worst about the audience. And the more educated somebody
is, the more likely they are to make this error. Young people have assimilat-
ed these attitudes without a lot of empirical evidence or data, and assume
that undercutting quality is the way to profit and the way to succeed. It sim-
ply isn’t true.”

In like fashion, only a year or two ago, many people feared that the
Matt Drudges and tabloid news shows would drive out solid, reputable
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reporting. “That has not happened,” said Walter Isaacson of Time maga-
zine. This suggests that, “we shouldn’t be so condescending about what
readers and users want,” he said. “When people have choices, good sources
drive out bad; bad sources don’t drive out good.” The lapses in journalistic
values that have affected ABC, the Hearst Corporation, and the Los Angeles
Times over the past year or two,1 said Isaacson, have also undercut share-
holder values at those companies, making them less economically valuable.
“That’s a good sign,” he said, “because it shows that if we uphold our jour-
nalistic values, we’re doing good not only by our profession but for our cor-
porations.”

These various definitions of “quality journalism” are useful, agreed Peter
Goldmark of the International Herald Tribune. But they may not be enough
to save the human race. In his keynote address, which is included in this
volume, and during the conference discussion, he cited the unprecedented
environmental and terrorist threats to human survival—the depletion of
the earth’s ozone layer, the worsening of global warming, possible nerve gas
attacks in subway systems, among other realistic dangers.

“This is the first time in human history that we, as a race of animals loose
on this planet, face very serious threats to our survival,” said Goldmark. “It
is the first time that forces that we have helped engender can change forev-
er how the ecology of this planet operates, and with it the continued
prospects of life. That’s never been true in the history of the human adven-
ture. That’s big. And I think our immediate past traditions in journalism
are not going to lead us to see it.”

For journalists, said Jim Lehrer of The NewsHour, the problem might be
stated as follows: “How do we cover a story that doesn’t have an event—a
big explosion or terrorist attack on a subway—but is creeping, creeping,
creeping?”Rick Kaplan responded,“CNN has a great deal of resources ded-
icated to covering the environment, almost to no effect. Doesn’t the public
have a responsibility here, at some point, to react? What if they don’t? Do
we just keep on with our coverage?”

But Goldmark argued that most news coverage of the environment is
“benign, fairly bland, instructional coverage” that does not truly grapple
with the long-term issues or their political dynamics. In any case, said
Goldmark, the public’s response to environment news coverage “will not be
a curve, but a step function”—that is, reactions will not be a simple linear
progression but a sudden change.
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The New Economic Pressures on Quality Journalism

Previous reports of the Aspen Institute Conference on Journalism and
Society have explored the growing economic pressures on quality jour-
nalism. Briefly, new technologies—the Internet, cable television net-
works, satellite networks, and others—have fed the competition for
advertisers and viewers/readers. As news and entertainment vie for the
same audiences, once-distinct markets and genres have blurred. As enter-
tainment criteria, flashy marketing and tabloid sensibilities flourish; the
invisible guild of journalism has more difficulty protecting its core values.
This is a fundamental structural change in the profession.

For John Dotson, publisher of the Akron Beacon Journal, financial
markets represent one of the most potent threats to the core values of
journalism. “I don’t see how we can continue to talk about the kinds of
reporting that traditionally have been part of newspapers and television
as long as we are forced to reduce the resources to produce that kind of
journalism,” said Dotson. The financial expectations of investors are
steadily making it more difficult for conscientious editors and reporters
to produce high-quality work, he contended. “On the one hand, media
executives are saying, ‘Journalistic values are important,’ and yet they’re
also saying, ‘But bring me some increase in profit margin no matter how
you have to do it.’”

But two leading executives of media corporations—Gerald Levin, for-
mer chairman and chief executive officer of Time Warner and now chief
executive officer of AOL Time Warner, and Robert Decherd, chairman,
president, and CEO of Belo Corp.—dispute the idea that Wall Street is to
blame for journalism’s problems. “Newspapers clearly are going to have a
challenge in their core business, in terms of growing at the rates that will
be rewarded on a purely investment basis,” said Decherd. “But so what?
That is not unique to this business, and it is the application of some fair-
ly predictable, easily understood economic principles… There isn’t any-
thing insidious about this trend. I can find a place in this big market
where quality creates some kind of an advantage.”

Levin, for his part, also questioned the argument that Wall Street is
the problem: “The market has a fair amount of integrity to it. That is, it
holds people’s feet to the fire and makes them deliver on their promis-
es. That’s normally how you define integrity. I do think it is a rational
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market.” Levin also questioned the conventional wisdom that Wall
Street emphasizes quarterly results over long-term performance. “It
really gets back to us [managers], because as long as we deliver overall,
we can allocate resources. If one of your businesses goes south unex-
pectedly, you can make it up somewhere else, so long as you deliver on
the total bottom line. It’s a question of how you’re allocating resources.”

Steve Rattner, managing principal of the Quadrangle Group, LLC,
also believes the fabled Wall Street obsession with quarterly perfor-
mance is “a little bit of a straw man.” Yes, he conceded, there is a funda-
mental tension between “the for-profit model that exists in the media
world today” and the aspirations of editors and reporters to pursue
costly, high-quality stories. But Rattner believes that “Wall Street,
broadly construed, would be equally happy with long-term results [as it
would with short-term results], but they have to be results. I think quar-
terly performance is an issue, but I need to stipulate that I would be
happy to invest in something where I thought that the company would
be worth a lot of money in, say, five years.”

Quality Journalism as a Management Issue

If the economic changes roiling the journalism business are more or
less inexorable—inescapable structural trends that are only likely to
intensify—the challenge facing journalists may become how best to
adapt. An editor can bemoan the new competition and futilely resist
change, or he can find ingenious new ways to compete. “The challenge,”
said Richard Smith, chairman and editor-in-chief of Newsweek, “is how,
with the resources available, we can live up to the things that a lot of us
would like to see in our news coverage. We can’t shout back the tide of
business change.”

Robert Decherd of Belo Corp., for one, is excited about finding new
business models to support quality journalism. He likens it to re-engineer-
ing the “journalistic DNA” to adapt to the evolving business environment.
“Yes, there are people who are uncomfortable talking about the business
of journalism. But my very strong belief is: If you want to be there at the
finish line, you better change the way you think about journalism and
leave behind all of the constraints that are natural byproducts of how
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we have thought about journalism traditionally. We’re running as fast as
we can to expand our business into new partnerships and iterations that
would have been considered heretical ten years ago.”

The future of quality journalism, Decherd argues, lies with finding a
business model that will sustain it. “To think that we are going to shame
anybody into a better pattern of corporate behavior is a ridiculous
idea,” he said.

Seen from this perspective, the pursuit of quality journalism
becomes a matter of corporate and editorial leadership. It is a matter of
seizing new opportunities as they arise in shifting media markets and
shrewdly deploying available resources. It becomes perilous to regard
journalistic traditions as inviolate, or to regard “the competition” sim-
ply as the other programs at the same viewing hour. Everything is in
flux, and new competition is arriving from all directions. Now that the
news cycle is almost continuous and available on the Internet on
demand, news is becoming something of a commodity. Entertainment
values are becoming ubiquitous and marketing is becoming a key com-
petitive factor.

Changes of this magnitude suggest that some basic definitions of
journalism may have to change, said Bill Kovach, chairman of the
Committee of Concerned Journalists. “The business that journalists
have to be in is meaning, not news. That’s how you will differentiate
yourself. Because the news is going to break all day, every day.”

If news is becoming a commodity, a fundamental question is
whether quality journalism can remain profitable, relative to other mar-
ket opportunities. Can a news organization make money from top-flight
news reporting and interpretation—or are the pseudo-journalism alter-
natives (tabloid coverage, shouting pundits, “info-tainment”) simply
too attractive financially? 

The lack of empirical data on this question shocked journalism pro-
fessor Jay Rosen. “There’s very little data on whether quality sells. This is
amazing to me. You would think there would be reams and reams of data
on this issue.”Rosen speculated that there might be non-economic reasons
for the failure of media executives to document the long-term commer-
cial value of quality journalism. Perhaps executives are wary of surren-
dering too much editorial control to journalists, said Rosen, even if the
resulting news quality eventually generated value for the bottom line.
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National Public Radio and the public television system are both
examples of quality creating their own distinctive markets, said
Professor Rosen. All sorts of investors and companies are eager to
develop partnerships with public radio and television as a way to
exploit their “brand value.” What this suggests, said Rosen, is that “not
all future ways to profit from the media are necessarily going to be pro-
duced by the standard business practices of the media.” Over the
course of years, public radio and television relied upon non-commer-
cial, public service-oriented broadcasting to build up institutions of
great value. The irony, Rosen noted, is that this value accrued through
a process that conventional media would not know how to develop
itself.

There is some provisional evidence emerging, however, that quality
news tends to be more profitable over the long term. The Pew
Charitable Trust’s Project for Excellence in Journalism, directed by
Tom Rosenstiel, has been studying the quality of local television news
and its relation to ratings and station profitability. The Project now has
three years of data based on studying 61 television stations in 20 cities.
According to Bill Kovach, who has seen some of the study results, 63
percent of the stations with ‘A’ grades in quality had rising ratings and
the highest ratings for their local market. (Local television news direc-
tors established the criteria for quality for the Project on Excellence in
Journalism.) 

The latest local TV news survey by the Project for Excellence in
Journalism (published in the November/December 2000 issue of the
Columbia Journalism Review) found that in eight cities studied, only one
station (out of 28) with an ‘A’ rating failed to add to its lead-in audience.
This suggests that quality newscasts at least maintain if not build the size
of audiences. In Atlanta, WXIA earned an ‘A’ for quality and beat its lead-
in audience rating by 33 percent, according to the survey. In Denver,
KUSA put on the best broadcast in town and beat its lead-in by an aver-
age of 21 percent. In Phoenix, KTVK had the best 6 p.m. newscast in the
market, the best ratings, and more viewers than the show that preceded it.

By contrast, only two stations with quality ratings of ‘C’ or lower
were succeeding in adding to their lead-in, according to the survey.
These empirical results suggest that quality is not only holding audi-
ence, said Bill Kovach, it is attracting audience from the low-quality stations:
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“There is beginning to be some hard empirical evidence that quality in
local television can pay off.”

The leadership of KGUN-TV in Tucson, Arizona, offers an excellent
glimpse of how a commitment to quality builds audience goodwill, said
Kovach: “The news director drafted a Viewer’s Bill of Rights, which the
station uses to promote its local news team.” The document enumerates
specific standards that viewers should expect from the KGUN news
broadcast, said Kovach, and even outlines specific procedures for hold-
ing the station accountable. The station is now moving into first place
in its ratings in the local area, he said.

Robert Decherd cited his company’s experience in starting a 10 p.m.
newscast on its second station in Seattle-Tacoma using the resources of
its principal Seattle-Tacoma station, KING-TV: “The newscast is an
extremely cost-efficient extension of our existing franchise, and it has
created more audience flow for us, not to mention cross-promotion and
co-branding.” The lesson that Decherd takes from starting the newscast
is the value of cultivating durable relationships with viewers through
quality. “By deciding you’re going to take the long view and invest in
quality, you can produce some very attractive financial outcomes while
achieving very high journalistic standards,” said Decherd.

Even if corporate managers believe that higher-quality news can gener-
ate higher profits, they may face skepticism from a surprising source: the
newsroom itself. The marketplace ethos has become so pervasive that
reporters and editors are only too aware of the business implications of
their journalism. Does it sell more product? Does it boost ratings? How
will it affect my company’s stock performance? Young journalists in
particular are often convinced that cutting quality and boosting sensa-
tionalism is the best way to succeed in the news business—a conviction
too often fortified by the success of Rupert Murdoch and the industry’s
fealty to overnight ratings.

“In the old days,” said David Talbot of Salon, “newspapers had to do
surveys about how many people went to the jump page on a story. Now
we can track how many readers go to page two on one of our stories.
Before our recent layoffs, it used to be a joke at Salon that if an editor’s
hits were down, people would say, ‘Your hits are down—you’re out of
here.’” (Talbot added, amidst laughter, that that was not the criteria used
in Salon’s layoffs in August 2000.)
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Talbot conceded that there is a “brutal kind of black-and-white qual-
ity” to overnight ratings that he, as editor-in-chief, has sought to miti-
gate. When Salon found that its coverage of the CBS show, Survivor, was
drawing its heaviest web traffic, for example, Talbot sent his staff a
memo reminding them of the importance of hard-hitting stories of
genuine public importance—such as a firsthand piece that Salon ran
about AIDS in Swaziland. “I didn’t want the staff to be so obsessive
about the overnight ratings,” said Talbot. “We printed the AIDS story on
the cover—and it was the number one piece for the day, in terms of
reader traffic. That was very heartening to me.”

Practical Strategies to Promote Quality Journalism

For Peter Goldmark, who called attention to some of the more fear-
some threats to the earth and civilized life, the key question is whether
journalism can grapple intelligently with the issues facing mankind. Or
will the media focus obsessively on epiphenomena and trivia? “What
can we do to make sure this rare and fragile generator of illumination
for the citizen and oxygen for the public arena, [journalism,] remains
healthy within the vast, temperature-controlled caverns of the lumber-
ing multinationals?” asked Goldmark He offered four concrete sugges-
tions:

1. Arrange for the CEOs of media companies to meet once a year.
The purpose of such a gathering, said Goldmark, would be to assess
the health, independence, and status of serious news organizations,
along with independent figures in the news field.

There was wide agreement that CEOs have a singular role in setting
the ethical tone for a corporate culture, and that anything that helps a
busy CEO focus on the quality of journalism within a large media
empire is valuable. With so many media acquisitions occurring, it
would be valuable for the CEOs with no background in journalism to
learn more about the profession’s practices and values. Ignorance of
these things, after all, can have serious business consequences, as
recent examples have shown.
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There was skepticism about how an annual gathering of this sort might
be organized, however. “I actually like this idea,” said Robert Decherd,
“This is a conversation that chief executive officers in our industries don’t
typically have. That is the problem. But you have to decide, going in, what
the purpose of the discussion is,”he said, so that it does not simply become
another opportunity to discuss financial, regulatory, or policy issues.

Gerald Levin concurred that the idea was a good one, but believes that
the sponsorship of such a gathering is critical: “Who is the convening
authority that will get CEOs to come to the meeting?” Levin could think
of only three forums that would have sufficient standing to attract top
media CEOs: Herbert Allen’s annual Sun Valley conference, Teddy
Forstmann’s annual meetings in Aspen, Colorado, and the Aspen
Institute’s Communications and Society Program.

2. Assign a member of each media company’s board of directors to
oversee the independence and strength of its news organization. Just as
corporations have special board committees to oversee executive compen-
sation and financial audits, so it would be valuable for media companies
to assign a board member to watch over the organization’s journalism,
said Goldmark. “An independent press is a matter of the highest public
trust. Why not reflect that at the highest level of corporation responsibili-
ty in your organization?” he asked. Goldmark conceded that difficult
choices would sometimes flow from this new oversight—but that is part
of the point. Creating an institutional and procedural commitment to
independent journalism is a way to bring competing corporate priorities
into a better balance.

Whether or not a specific board member is assigned this duty, Decherd
believes that “boards of directors in our world need to have on the board—
not just attending, but on the board—a person (or persons) who under-
stands and cares about the journalistic dimension of the business. Just
having them there to assert their point of view, to use a vocabulary that the
non-journalist is not accustomed to hearing, much less understanding, is
truly valuable.” The board member serving this role need not be a jour-
nalist, noted Gerald Levin. What’s more critical is that this person have
great moral authority and a larger perspective—”somebody who is out-
side the company and not necessarily a professional in the business.”
Ultimately, he said, “these are value questions, and maybe that ought to
be a criteria for people on the board.”
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This idea encountered a number of objections, however. A practical
problem is whether a working journalist could serve on another com-
pany’s board of directors without triggering a conflict of interest. In
addition, the pool of truly qualified people available to serve in this
capacity is quite limited. Other conference participants worried that a
board member assigned this role would be too subjective in making his
or her judgments, and that leadership for quality journalism ought to
be vested with the CEO in any case.

3. Instigate an annual audit of the independence and vigor of jour-
nalism within the media company. Expanding upon the idea of the
preceding suggestion, Goldmark proposed that media companies spon-
sor an annual outside review of their journalism. “Choose the reviewers
among the best, the most skilled, the most independent in the world—
the Ben Bradlees, the Robin MacNeils, the Anthony Sampsons, the
Punch Sulzbergers, there is no shortage—and commit yourself to pub-
lish that review,” urged Goldmark.

Goldmark pointed out that Shell and Dow are among the companies
that now publish annual social and environmental audits to accompa-
ny their financial reports. “Are you willing to invite the discipline of an
independent audit on the health and independence of your news orga-
nization?” asked Goldmark. “What reason would you have not to? Are
you afraid of what it might say? Is the subject not important enough?”

One of the most valuable impacts of such an audit committee, said
Richard Smith of Newsweek, would be its chilling effect—its ability to
highlight the importance of journalistic values in the face of corporate
decisions that might otherwise undermine them. But David Talbot of
Salon wonders if an audit committee is gratuitous: “By the time a dis-
cussion about journalism comes before the board, in my experience, the
barn is already burning. What you need is someone in the trenches, day
to day, getting feedback from readers and making sure that ethical and
other issues are being brought up internally.”

Gerald Levin said that he recently created a “values committee” at
Time Warner that is co-equal with the finance committee and charged
with articulating the company’s values, including its journalistic
independence. But he conceded that this audit committee at the
board level is no substitute for a more operational, day-to-day
auditing of journalistic practices, of the sort that now occurs at CNN.
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The problem with a board audit committee, said Robert
Decherd, is that it will not have teeth. “It is going to depend upon
the individual company’s leadership at the board and CEO level,
and its collective sense of what’s valuable to that company.”
Financial audit committees are required by the Securities and
Exchange Commission, Decherd noted, and have highly specific
rules. But a journalistic audit committee will make far more subjec-
tive judgments without the law to enforce its findings.

4. Fund an independent council to track, promote, examine,
and defend the “independent news function” in America and in
the world at large. “We have a National Academy of Science,” said
Goldmark, “and National Endowments for, you name it—arts,
democracy, education, humanities, and probably a dozen others I’m
not familiar with. But we have no prestigious national, institution-
alized advocate for the independence and vitality of the most dis-
tinctive non-governmental tradition in our democracy.” Goldmark
proposed the creation of a privately financed council with a budget
of at least five million dollars a year to give multi-year grants and
sponsor programs that would promote the vitality of journalism.

Perhaps because this idea was once tried—and failed—in the
form of the National News Council, there was little discussion
about this idea. Certainly one impediment has been the reticence of
major news organizations to subject their work to the scrutiny of an
independent body of outsiders.

Moving beyond Peter Goldmark’s suggestions, conference partic-
ipants offered a number of other worthwhile proposals for helping
improve the quality of mainstream journalism.

5. Improving internal communications within news operations.
A common denominator of many of the ideas mentioned above is
improving internal communications, particularly between the busi-
ness and journalistic sides, and between the entire enterprise and
readers/viewers.

There are perils when the business and journalistic sides of a news
operation are not talking with each other, said Paula Madison, vice
president and news director of WNBC in New York (now president and
general manager of KNBC in Los Angeles), citing the Los Angeles Times’
handling of the Staples Center advertising supplement. That episode, in
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fact, was one reason that the head of the NBC television station division
objected to a proposal to make executive producers of interactive edito-
rial content report to general sales managers, Madison said.
“Discussions don’t go on very often between management and employ-
ees about journalism, or even about the values of journalism,” Madison
said. She noted that many journalists tend to be more interested in
breaking a great story and in advancing their careers than in addressing
the quality or ethics of journalism.

“There is not a newsroom in this country that doesn’t face all these
issues, no matter how wise their management is,” said Merrill Brown,
editor-in-chief of MSNBC on the Internet. “We shouldn’t be naïve
about it.” In an attempt to reach down to the operational levels of CNN,
Gerald Levin meets every month in Atlanta with all parts of the news-
room. The kind of internal dialogue that is generated on such occa-
sions, said Richard Smith of Newsweek, “is the most effective way to
educate CEOs who may not have come out of the journalistic tradition,
and to help them balance the needs of our audiences and our desire for
public service with the demands of the bottom line.”

6. Giving readers a voice within the news operation. Many confer-
ence participants stressed the need to make journalistic decision-mak-
ing more transparent to the public, so that news enterprises could cul-
tivate greater trust among the people.

“All media companies depend upon a very mysterious social thing
called trust,” said Professor Jay Rosen. “Trust is actually very intricate
and difficult to understand. When we reduce trust to ‘credibility,’ as
measured in polls, we’re vastly underplaying the importance and sub-
tlety of the subject,” he said. “You don’t build trust just by hiring trust-
worthy journalists; it’s actually something that you have to structure
into the company and the institution… As companies become more
global and supersede national boundaries,” Rosen continued, “the ques-
tion of trust and accountability grows in importance because a lot of
the old ways that we had for making these companies accountable don’t
apply. And if corporations don’t come up with new forms of account-
ability, of creating trust, they are highly vulnerable.”

Rosen speculated that the American news business might some day
be jolted by “its own Seattle,” similar to the street protests against the
World Trade Organization in 1999. “My reading of the Seattle protests
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is that a governing elite thought that they didn’t have to worry about its
own legitimacy—that its legitimacy was given to it by law, or by insti-
tutional structures, or by the simple fact that it had power. And it found
out, to its surprise, that it was regarded as illegitimate by people who
were willing to break windows and break heads in order to make their
point. It came as a shock. I just think it is possible for media companies
to suffer the same fate. What Gerry Levin calls ‘moral authority’ is
extremely important if you also have power—because power without
authority is an extremely unstable, fragile institution.”

Much of the fuel for anti-media sentiment, Rosen argued, may come
from the “under-valuation of journalism within media empires”—that
is, their unwillingness to support journalism as a constructive force in
our democratic culture, as envisioned by the First Amendment. “As
media companies operate at a greater distance from local communities
and face-to-face relationships,” said Rosen, “so it needs to rebuild the
mechanisms for assuring their moral and social legitimacy. This isn’t
just a question of idealism or social value. It is an extremely practical,
hard-headed, realistic fact.”

“Transparency is the key, I believe,” said Bill Kovach of the
Committee of Concerned Journalists. “That means transparency to the
public, so it can understand what journalism is all about and why it is
important to them. Transparency is also about news organizations
showing journalists that they value the hard work and ethical standards
of journalism.

One of the most valuable instruments for assuring transparency,
many agreed, is the ombudsman. Most news organizations have not ral-
lied around the idea of an independent reader advocate and mediator—
the equivalent of an internal affairs unit within a police department.
But Geneva Overholser, a former ombudsman for the Washington Post,
believes that the position offers a valuable way to reach out to the pub-
lic and make its voice better heard within news organizations. “It would
help CEOs sense more of the concern on the part of the public than
they really are able to sense,” said Overholser. By speaking to a compa-
ny’s board of directors, an ombudsman can also help educate top busi-
ness decisionmakers about the concerns of both readers and journalists.

“You’ve got to let the public behind the curtain,” advised David
Talbot. And the Internet is uniquely adept at doing that. It’s the most
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democratic medium we’ve created at this point.” Talbot cited his own
vehicle for vox populi, the “Table Talk” section of Salon, which garners
20 percent of its website’s overall traffic. While the site has mediators,
they are generally overwhelmed by the voice of readers themselves, said
Talbot: “It’s a very raucous, very intelligent, very living-and-breathing
‘letters to the editor’ section that runs 24/7. I think it’s very invigorating
for the top people at a company to be exposed to that kind of rigorous
feedback from the public.”

Happily, the presumption that news organizations can carry on direct,
candid dialogues with the public seems to be growing. National Public
Radio now has a standing ombudsman, and Brill’s Content recently made
prominent use of Bill Kovach as a wholly independent ombudsman.
Brian Lamb is a popular figure among many CSPAN viewers precisely
because he speaks directly to them, without glitz or pretense. The appeal
of such vehicles is that they let the public see into the journalistic process,
giving the sort of confidence that only transparency can provide.
Transparency not only nurtures public trust, it helps build public aware-
ness about the ethical standards of a news organization. This, in turn,
helps bolster peer pressure within the profession, said Bill Kovach.

Conclusion

Only a few years ago, the journalism profession was dogged by an
edgy fear that the Internet would cannibalize its economic base , lay-
ing waste to the proud traditions and values that have served our
society well. Those anxieties have abated somewhat in recent years.
Cocky upstarts like Matt Drudge have lost their appeal. The dot-com
revolution has begun a sobering retrenchment, and even some media
companies are paring back their Internet investments. Quality news
organizations, meanwhile, have regained some measure of confi-
dence in their future even in the face of unprecedented economic
pressures.

Yet even in this interregnum in the media revolution, competitive
pressures on newsrooms remain fierce. In a multi-media environment,
the boundaries of markets are not entirely clear or well defended. Nor
is it certain which business models and journalistic genres will prevail
over the long term, or how cross-media partnerships and branding will
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develop or wither. The cost-efficiencies and synergies of media consol-
idation remain to be tested in a marketplace that sometimes favors
guerilla insurgents armed with new technologies.

Also unclear is whether news organizations will take the initiative to
reach out to the public and develop new mechanisms of accountability
and trust, or whether, as some fear, they will suffer their own “Seattle”
of angry public protests. It may be hard to evaluate social intangibles,
but the moral authority and public trust of media companies are likely
to be important factors in the future.

In a time when the market ecology is changing so rapidly, the best
hope may lie in news organizations being supremely alert and flexible—
not just to shifting paradigms of technology and market competition,
but also to the social and moral values that sustain any business enter-
prise in a democratic society.
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Notes

1. ABC News was faulted for having actor Leonardo DiCaprio interview President Clinton on
environmental issues; the Hearst Corporation drew fire for its controversial role in making San
Francisco a one-newspaper town; and the Los Angeles Times was widely criticized for sharing
in profits from a special editorial supplement celebrating the newly opened Staples Center.
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